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Butterfly Conservation (the British Butterfly Conservation Society) has an overriding objective to ensure a future for butterflies, moths and their habitats.  In order to achieve this objective its aims are

 to raise public awareness of the plight of our butterflies and moths.

 to reduce the decline of commoner species and to increase the numbers of rarer species.

 to work with and advise other conservation groups,  local bodies and agencies on techniques of land management which favour butterflies and moths and related wildlife.

 to acquire and manage habitats for butterflies and moths.

 to encourage the research (both at amateur and professional levels) on butterflies and moths.  

 support and encourage butterfly and moth conservation world-wide.
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Summary

( The Lulworth Skipper is a highly restricted species in the UK being confined to the south coast of Dorset.  Historically a few sites were known in Devon and possibly Cornwall but these are now extinct.  While the range of the species has remained fairly stable throughout recent history, there have been considerable changes in the abundance of the species within sites.  In particular, populations, have generally increased following the decrease in grazing associated with myxomatosis and the decline in stock grazing on downland slopes during the present century.  These trends may now be reversing.  The butterfly is listed under Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act for sale only.

(  The current national status of the Lulworth Skipper is unclear as the last comprehensive survey in 1978 is now out of date.  Identification of core areas is urgently required to ensure appropriate conservation action for the species.  A medium priority is afforded to the conservation action in this plan to protect and increase the number of the butterflies colonies in the UK.  This priority will be reviewed when more accurate data on the species status is available.

(The Lulworth Skipper occurs on unimproved calcareous coastal grassland on the south coast of Dorset, where its larval food plant, Tor grass, Brachypodium pinnatum, occurs in a tall, ungrazed or lightly grazed turf where there are patches of grasses between 30 and 50cm in height.

 The main threat to the Lulworth Skipper is a change in grazing pressure, (e.g. from entry of sites into agri-environment and other schemes and changes in the number of rabbits).

 The immediate major objectives of the plan are to maintain viable networks of populations throughout its current range; and undertaking another comprehensive survey of the Lulworth Skipper to determine the impact of changing grazing levels. 

 The objectives of the plan will be achieved by determining current status of distribution of the butterfly; improving information on and dissemination of the habitat requirements of the species; and ensuring these are incorporated in land management schemes etc.

 The Action Plan covers the next ten years, will be monitored annually and reviewed as the situation demands. The reviewing procedure is particularly important for this species, as our current knowledge about its distribution requires updating.  The priority and nature of any conservation action should be reviewed in the light of these results.  
Part 1 Overview

1.1
PRIORITY STATEMENT

While the Lulworth Skipper has not suffered the severe declines of many other species of butterfly its highly restricted distribution and susceptibility to increased grazing makes it vulnerable in some areas.  It is listed as a species of conservation concern in Biodiversity: The UK Steering Group Report (DOE, 1995).  Due to its highly restricted range in the UK, a medium priority should be afforded to conservation action to maintain existing colonies in the UK.  This priority will be reviewed when we have more complete distribution and status data. 

 1.2
BROAD OBJECTIVES

1. Maintain current range (1978) in Dorset, including viable networks of populations, and some larger populations.

2. Assess the present status of the species and the impact of recent changes in habitat management.

3. To integrate management for Lulworth Skipper within the forthcoming Purbeck Biodiversity Action Plan and other strategic plans.

1.3
LEGAL STATUS

The butterfly is listed on Schedule 5 of the 1981 Wildlife and Countryside Act (for sale only).

1.4


Status and Level of Biological Knowledge

Population

-size



Total number of colonies is currently







unknown.   The last comprehensive survey in 






1978 identified 83 occupied sites, with 6 







large, 14 medium and 63 small colonies.  







There may have been substantial changes 







since then due to increased grazing
.









-trend, numbers

Not known except on two sites covered by 






butterfly monitoring transects, (Durlston and 






Ballard Down).




-trend, range


Little change in the very limited range of this 






species.




Knowledge of 
-status



No up-to-date national data are available for 






this species.  Location of large and medium 






colonies needs to be identified.






-trends


Information available from only two sites.




-conservation


Fairly well known but more information 



requirements


needed on tolerance to different grazing 







regimes.

Part 2
Biological Assessment

2.1
INTRODUCTION

The Lulworth Skipper Thymelicus acteon is at the northern limit of its range in England, where it is confined to southern Dorset. There are historical records from the south coasts of Devon and Cornwall but these colonies are now extinct. It occurs on downs, cliff-tops and under-cliffs where its larval food plant, Tor grass, Brachypodium pinnatum is present in a suitable tall growth form.  The Lulworth Skipper is characteristic, within its range, of tall swards. 

It is found locally in Asia Minor, North Africa and central Europe (Higgins and Riley, 1980).  It is declining in northern Europe and is extinct in the Netherlands (Wynhoff & van Sway,  1995). 

2.2
ECOLOGY

The Lulworth Skipper is univoltine, flying from mid July to the beginning of September.  In most years the peak flight period is in August, and on good sites, (where tall B. pinnatum dominates the sward) numbers can reach as many as 100,000 individuals.

Adults fly only in sunshine and marking studies have shown them to be very sedentary, with very little movement between adjacent colonies (Thomas, 1983).  They are not specific in their choice of nectar source, generally utilising the commonest flowers present.  This can be Marjoram (Origanum vulgare) or Greater Knapweed (Centaurea scabiosa) on chalk grassland, and Bird’s-foot-trefoil (Lotus corniculatus) on coastal under-cliffs.  Females are very particular when selecting egg laying sites.  Eggs are laid only in mature, usually flowering, sheaths of Brachypodium pinnatum, growing in sunny, sheltered situations.  The preferred grasses are 30 to 50 cm tall, and only rarely are grasses 10 to 30 cm used.  The female crawls backwards down a flower sheath probing and eventually laying up to 15 eggs.  The eggs hatch after about 3 weeks and hibernate immediately, spinning a little cocoon around the remains of the egg shell.

In spring, the larva folds the broad leaf blade into a tube, fastened by silk cords and emerges to feed only at night.  The feeding damage consists of conspicuous V-shaped notches in the blade above and below the tube, eventually leaving the tube isolated on the leaf midrib.  The larva moves and constructs fresh tubes as it grows larger, however, when fully grown, it becomes free living and can be seen resting openly on leaf blades.  The chrysalis consists of grass and silk and can sometimes be found deep within tussocks of Brachypodium pinnatum.  While the tall structure of the vegetation is crucial to the Lulworth Skipper, many good sites are grazed by sheep and/or cattle.  The species is tolerant of some forms of grazing, particularly if this produces a site with a mosaic of short and tall turf.  The species is, however, susceptible to moderate or heavy grazing by cattle and horses, especially during the summer when the larvae are relatively high in the vegetation.  The Lulworth Skipper is fairly tolerant of grazing by sheep as they selectively graze around Brachypodium  pinnatum (and can encourage its spread if only grazed lightly) (Oates, 1993;  H. Murrey, pers comm.).  In most of the butterflies range, early summer cattle grazing is being (or is intended to be) increased, partly to reduce the amount of Brachypodium pinnatum in the sward.  Many of these sites include some cliff top grassland where grazing by stock is impossible, but this is often a small zone with only small populations of Lulworth Skipper present.  However, several large populations breed in cliff edge grasslands or undercliffs where stock grazing is impossible.  All sites are rabbit grazed and therefore susceptible to increases in the number of rabbits. 

2.3
DISTRIBUTION AND POPULATION

Distribution

The Lulworth Skipper occurs locally in south and central Europe through Asia Minor and in north Africa.  It has its northernmost limit in southern Britain.  It has suffered local declines in northern Europe and is now extinct in the Netherlands.

In Britain the butterfly is restricted to calcareous soils along a narrow coastal strip in Dorset.  Its British stronghold is the downland and cliffs of the Isle of Purbeck, extending from Swanage in the east and as far west as Weymouth, with further small isolated colonies 20 km further west on the coast, on Blue lias clay, near Burton Bradstock (see figure 1 below).  Historically the Lulworth Skipper also occurred in Devon and in the 1850’s and 60’s it was found on grassy cliffs east of Sidmouth, west of Exmouth, and at Torquay.  A reduction in numbers was noticed around the turn of the century with one collector taking ‘two hours to get a dozen specimens’ (Whittle, 1909), during the 1920’s and 30’s the species appears to have gone into a rapid decline in Devon (Bristow et al., 1993).  Since the 1930’s there have been just two confirmed records in Devon, both single specimens, and it is presumed extinct in the county. 

The historical status of the Lulworth Skipper in Cornwall has caused some recent controversy with a single specimen being caught near Polperro in 1979 (Lempke, 1980), this record was linked to 19th century records reported by Tutt (1905), suggesting a possible extant colony (Heath et al., 1984).  However, subsequent literature searches suggest the old records are from Truro and Falmouth and that there are no other records from the Polperro area of Cornwall (Spalding, 1990).  It seems likely the Polperro specimen (held in the Museum of Amsterdam) is of a migrant or an escape.  There are no specimens associated with either of the historical records and there is considerable doubt as to whether the Lulworth Skipper was ever a Cornish resident (Frost and Madge, 1991).

Figure 1 The distribution and size of Lulworth Skipper populations in Dorset in 1978 (Source: Thomas 1983).

Population

Populations of the Lulworth Skipper can be extremely large in suitable ungrazed or lightly grazed habitat.  The most recent research on this species undertaken in 1978 found that the species was highly sedentary and that populations on the coast around Lulworth Cove could reach 100,000 individuals at peak (Thomas, 1983; 1984).  Populations inland on the Purbeck ridge tended to be smaller, with small colonies existing on just a scattering of suitable plants (see figure 1).  It is believed that this species had in the late 1970s reached an all time high with 43 of the 83 colonies being recorded for the first time.  This was due to the switch away from tight grazing by sheep early this century (Wells, 1976) followed by the decline in rabbit populations due to myxomatosis.  Thus there has been an increase in the area of lightly grazed coastal grassland.  This reduction in grazing has not only provided Brachypodium pinnatum in the correct, tall, growth form but also seen it spread on many downland as modern breeds of sheep, particularly in low densities, encourage the spread of Brachypodium pinnatum (Wells, 1976; Smith, 1980; Oates, 1993).  Thomas (1984) has pointed out that while relaxation of grazing has benefited tall grass species like the Lulworth Skipper, it has severely reduced populations of short turf species like the Adonis Blue, which is now a priority for conservation.  There is circumstantial evidence to suggest that this trend is being redressed during the 1990’s with the increase of stock grazing on the Purbeck hills, partly in response to land enhancement schemes like Countryside Stewardship, and with the recovery of rabbit populations

Site management statements are presently being prepared by EN for all coastal SSSIs.  These statements tend to highlight the need for increased cattle grazing to reduce the amount of Brachypodium pinnatum and the need for survey and monitoring of the Lulworth Skipper.

Despite the increased number of colonies there has been no increase in the range of the Lulworth Skipper.  This is thought to be because of three main factors: its low mobility and isolation from suitable sites with Brachypodium pinnatum; its specialised habitat requirements; and because it is close to the northernmost limit of its range.  

While adult movement is generally limited there is clear evidence of some dispersal.  An isolated colony exists in the middle of heathland, on chalk ballast, 4kms north of the Purbeck ridge, and restored areas of grassland at Durlston have also been colonised.  There is every indication that the species is capable of limited dispersal and that the population structure is that of a metapopulation( 

2.4
LIMITING FACTORS

Historical

There has been little change in the distribution of the Lulworth Skipper in Dorset since records began in 1832, however it is no longer found in Devon.  The reason for this loss is unclear, although over collecting is often cited (Perkins, 1936).  However, it is unlikely that collecting affects populations until other changes in habitat have caused the populations to fall to very low levels.

Current and Future Limiting Factors

The main limiting factors are probably climate, the specialised habitat requirements and isolation from suitable sites with Brachypodium pinnatum.

Population levels are strongly affected by grazing pressure, and may be reduced following an increase in grazing (e.g. under schemes like Countryside Stewardship).  (However, some species of conservation concern require a short turf i.e. Adonis Blue).

Frequent burning of scrub and rank Brachypodium pinnatum on the Purbeck ridge is having an unknown effect on the Lulworth Skipper, the lack of follow on grazing means that populations may increase for a short time, provided nearby source populations are present.

A potential threat is the increasing pressure from recreational use of the coast and the consequent insensitive management of some areas.

Minor threat due to “improvement” of unimproved grassland.

2.5
RESUME OF CONSERVATION TO DATE

Ecology, Conservation Requirements and Monitoring

The Lulworth Skipper has been well studied in the past and its ecological requirements are fairly well known.  However its present status is unknown but may be going through a rapid change, particularly on the Purbeck ridge where populations are generally smaller than on its coastal sites.  The entry of some areas of grassland into the Countryside Stewardship Scheme is having an unknown impact, this may be positive, for example with the control of gorse but could also be detrimental if grazing levels are increasing significantly.  No comprehensive surveys have been carried out in recent years and the impact of changing management is poorly known. 

Several populations are monitored annually, one small population on the Purbeck Ridge, Ballard Down, as part of the Butterfly Monitoring Scheme since 1976; and one coastal site at Durlston Country Park, since 1980.  A series of transects have been undertaken since 1995 along the coast between White Nothe and Lulworth cove (Hunnisett and Megan, 1996). The species is well represented on protected areas, with most of its coastal habitat and the Purbeck Ridge being designated SSSI.  Further, a significant number of colonies are within MOD firing ranges, with strict controls on access.

Current Studies

A comprehensive survey in 1997, is to be undertaken by a student and volunteer working at Butterfly Conservation.  The Dorset Branch of Butterfly Conservation are planning to ‘target’ the Lulworth Skipper in 1997 as part of the Butterflies for the New Millennium project.
Part 3
Actions and Work Programme

This section has been divided into the standard headings Policy and Legislative; Site Safeguard and Acquisition; Land Management; Species Protection and Licensing; Advisory; International; Future Research and Monitoring; Communications and Publicity; Review.  Actions are given a low, medium or high priority.  The lead organisation(s) concerned for each action is/are named.  

Definition of Colony Size: Large = >10,000 adults; medium = 1000-10,000 adults; 

small = < 1000 at peak.

For key to abbreviations see page 13.
3.1
POLICY AND LEGISLATIVE

	
	Lead organisation(s)

concerned


	Action 1   PRIORITY:  HIGH

Include habitat requirements of the Lulworth Skipper where appropriate in management prescriptions for SSSI’s, Countryside Stewardship and other schemes.


	MAFF, EN, DWT

	Action 2   PRIORITY:  HIGH

Integrate management for Lulworth Skipper (i.e. the need for taller grass/scrub mosaics) in forthcoming Purbeck Biodiversity Plan.
	RSPB, BC, EN


3.2
SITE SAFEGUARD AND ACQUISITION

	Action 3  PRIORITY:   HIGH

Ensure development and changing land use through recreation/tourism proposals do not adversely affect existing or potential habitats.


	EN, BC, LA, DWT


3.3 
LAND  MANAGEMENT
	Action 4    PRIORITY:   HIGH

Promote beneficial grassland management in areas where the Lulworth Skipper exists, concentrating on strategic metapopulations, including the Purbeck coastal areas from Durlston to Kimmeridge, the Lulworth and Osmington areas and the Purbeck ridge.  (See appendix 2 for summary of species requirements).
	MAFF, NT, EN, LA, BC, DWT


3.4
SPECIES  PROTECTION AND LICENSING

	No actions proposed 
	


3.5
 ADVISORY

	Action 5   PRIORITY:   HIGH

Advise conservation agencies, land owners (e.g. MOD) and project officers of the relevant agri-environment schemes, of the requirements of the Lulworth Skipper and how to incorporate suitable habitat management.


	BC, ITE, EN

	Action 6   PRIORITY:   HIGH

Advise conservation agencies, site owners/managers of potential threats from tourist development.
	BC, EN, LA, DWT


3.6
INTERNATIONAL

	No action proposed
	


3.7
FUTURE RESEARCH, SURVEY AND MONITORING

	Action 7   PRIORITY:   HIGH

Review the status of the Lulworth Skipper throughout its range, particularly on sites entered into Countryside Stewardship, and inform all relevant bodies of the location and status of all known colonies.


	BC, EN, LA, DERC



	Action 8   PRIORITY:  MEDIUM

Collate transect and management data from all monitored sites (in addition to BMS) annually and calculate annual index to compare trends on individual sites.


	BC, EN

	Action 9   PRIORITY:  HIGH

Conduct research on habitat requirements particularly grazing regimes which are maintaining viable populations and the impact of annual burning of rank Brachypodium pinnatum on the Lulworth Skipper.


	ITE, BC

	Action 10  PRIORITY:  LOW

Examine factors limiting distribution and the possible impact of climate change.


	ITE, BC


 3.8
COMMUNICATIONS AND PUBLICITY 

	Action 11   PRIORITY:  MEDIUM

Produce management guidelines for use by staff preparing management plans for sites with colonies being entered into agri-environment schemes.


	BC, EN, MAFF

	Action 12   PRIORITY:  HIGH

Publicise this Action Plan, the status of the Lulworth Skipper and the measures being taken to conserve it.


	BC, EN


3.9
REVIEW

	Action  13   PRIORITY:  HIGH

Monitor this Action Plan annually and update when the current status of the Lulworth Skipper has been determined.
	BC, EN


Key to abbreviations

All = All organisations listed

BC = Butterfly Conservation

DWT = Dorset Wildlife Trust

DERC = Dorset Environmental Records Centre

EN = English Nature

LA = Local Authorities

MAFF = Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food 

NT = National Trust
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Appendix 1
The approximate distribution of the Lulworth Skipper






(produced with kind permission of the Biological Records Centre). 

Appendix 2
Conservation requirements of the Lulworth Skipper

The Lulworth Skipper breeds in undercliff grassland, maintained by natural erosion and soil slippage on the south coast (currently in Dorset), or on lightly grazed calcareous grassland, either on the cliff tops or on the chalk downland of Dorset, primarily on the Purbeck Ridge.  Its sole food plant is Tor Grass, Brachypodium pinnatum, and females prefer to lay eggs on tall blades of between 30 to 50cm.  Suitable conditions occur in ungrazed, cliff grassland or in light/moderate grazing regimes that result in a mosaic of grassland heights, including some in the 10 to 30cm range.

In practice, it is difficult to eliminate Lulworth Skipper populations through overgrazing as B. pinnatum is a relatively unpalatable grass usually avoided by grazing stock.  However, prolonged heavy grazing and intensive scrub management, may severely reduce populations and could lead to extinction on some sites.  Ideal grazing regimes are therefore those that maintain a range of turf heights and include substantial patches of tall Brachypodium growing in sheltered positions.  Patches of scrub may be beneficial to provide shelter and to encourage some taller marginal vegetation when grazing levels are heavy.

( A metapopulation is a collection of local populations, connected by occasional dispersal, in which there are local extinctions and colonisaations (Gilpin & Hanski, 1991).





16

