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Life History of the Common Checkered Skipper 2013

Executive Summary

A study of life history traits of the Common Checkered Skipper, Pyrgus communis, was 
conducted in the Pend d’Oreille Valley (POV) in 2013. This butterfly species has a limited 
distribution in British Columbia and has been assigned blue-listed (vulnerable) status in the 
province. 

In 2013, the Common Checkered Skipper was found to be widespread in the eastern portion 
of the POV from the Salmo River to Charbonneau Creek. Most observations of adult skippers
involved from one to nine individuals per site, with the exception of a seep near Charbonneau
Creek that contained nearly 30 adults during the peak flight period. This concentration of 
skippers was first discovered during inventory work in 2012.

Plants providing nectar sources for adult skippers were noted; many were non-native, 
roadside species. Earlier work on butterflies in the POV identified Mountain Hollyhock 
(Iliamna rivularis) as being the most likely food plant for larval Common Checkered Skippers. 
In 2013, skipper larvae were confirmed using this native plant. Although not abundant, 
Mountain Hollyhock was widespread in the POV. The highest density of the host plant was 
found within the 2007 burn.

Adult skippers were recorded flying in the study area from early June to early July. A partial 
second brood has been reported for this species in southern BC but was not observed in 
2013. Larvae were present on hollyhock from at least the second week of July through the 
first week of August. No eggs or pupae were found during this study. Numbers of adults and 
larval stages observed suggest this blue-listed species is currently thriving in the postfire 
environment in the POV. However, the host plant, Mountain Hollyhock, is a relatively short-
lived species that will likely decrease in abundance over the next several years. While 
Common Checkered Skipper also will likely decline with its host plant, both species should 
persist in lower numbers even in the absence of fire and other major disturbance events.

Key requirements for Common Checkered Skipper in the project area are availability of the 
larval food plant, presence of sufficient nectar sources for adult skippers, and damp earth 
where males can acquire sodium and other nutrients necessary for reproduction. Conditions 
favourable to the food plant, Mountain Hollyhock, include soil disturbance, solar heat or fire 
for seed germination and absence of shading by regenerating shrubs or trees.
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INTRODUCTION

The Common Checkered Skipper (Pyrgus communis) in British Columbia is restricted to a 
few dry areas in southern regions. Due to the small number of occurrences in the province, 
this butterfly is blue-listed by the Conservation Data Centre (BC Conservation Data Centre 
2012). The very dry, warm Interior Cedar Hemlock biogeoclimatic subzone (ICHxw), 
exclusive to the West Kootenay region, is one of the few areas in the province that supports 
populations of this species.

Skippers were discovered in significant numbers at a site in the Pend d’Oreille Valley (POV) 
during inventory work in 2012 (Arndt 2012). Most previous records of the species in the 
valley, both historically and in 2012, were of only one to three individuals at each site, 
whereas a site at Charbonneau Creek hosted at least 15 male skippers, suggesting the 
presence of a notable breeding population. The occurrence of this rare species in significant 
numbers presented an important opportunity to gather more information on its ecology in the 
region. 

The 2013 study built on baseline data collected in 2012 to provide a more comprehensive 
evaluation of this butterfly's status and life history in the region. Field surveys aimed to 
document breeding at the Charbonneau Creek site and gather additional life history 
information. Identifying a rare butterfly’s host plant is a critical component in understanding its
ecology. Throughout its North American range, Common Checkered Skipper uses various 
species of the mallow family, Malvaceae, as the larval food plant (Scott 1986). As the only 
native mallow known to occur in the POV, Mountain Hollyhock (Iliamna rivularis) had been 
presumed to be the larval food plant for this region but remained unconfirmed (Kondla 2004, 
Arndt 2012). Other names for this plant include Streambank Globe-mallow, Streambank Wild 
Hollyhock and Wild Hollyhock. Small butterfly species such as Common Checkered Skipper 
typically do not fly long distances and therefore concentrations of adults should indicate the 
presence of host plants in near proximity.

Goals and Objectives 

The goal of the 2013 butterfly study as stated in the project proposal was to improve 
understanding of the life history of the blue-listed Common Checkered Skipper in British 
Columbia.

The associated objectives were to: 

 Confirm breeding of Common Checkered Skipper in the POV
 Determine host plant use
 Describe key habitat elements for Common Checkered Skipper breeding sites
 Identify potential threats to Common Checkered Skipper habitat
 Contribute data and life history information to conservation authorities and land 

managers for use in habitat protection or restoration plans, species status 
assessments, and species summaries

METHODS 

The project area (Fig. 1) encompassed the north side of the POV from Slate Creek 
downstream to Waneta Dam. Searches for adult skippers were conducted in June, during the
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peak flight period for this species. Effort was concentrated on open habitats, such as 
roadsides and fields, containing potential nectar and puddling sources. Data collected at sites
where skippers were found included general site characteristics, date, time, GPS coordinates
and behaviour. The following behaviour categories were used: (from Scott [1986]): “Flying”; 
“Nectaring” (obtaining nutrients from flowers); “Puddling” (acquiring nutrients, such as 
sodium, from damp earth – males only); “Perching and patrolling” (strategies used by males 
to locate females); “Courting”; “Mating”; and “Egg-laying”. Presence of potential host plants 
was recorded opportunistically during searches for adult surveys.

Surveys for adult skippers and host plants during the first phase of the study resulted in the 
discovery of a potential breeding colony of significant size. Effort during the project’s second 
phase during July and August focused on gathering life history information at this major site. 
Attempts were made to locate females, observe laying behaviour, find eggs or larvae and 
identify the host plant being used. Larvae were tallied and classified by size, using the stages
described in James and Nunnallee (2011). Host plant density at the breeding site was 
estimated. Overall plant composition was recorded and size of the area being used for 
breeding by skippers was estimated. As time permitted, additional sites containing the 
potential host plants were checked for breeding activity.

Figure 1. The Pend d’Oreille Valley in southern British Columbia. The study encompassed 
low elevation habitats on the north side of the valley. 

RESULTS  

Field effort

Searches for adult skippers and Mountain Hollyock were conducted on June 4, 6, 10 and 15. 
Information on immature stages and breeding site characteristics was gathered on July 3 and
12, and August 7.

Observations of adult butterflies

Adult Common Checkered Skippers were widespread in the POV in open habitats (Fig. 2). 
Three land cover classes were represented (Machmer et al. 2006): herb, low shrub and 
coniferous (Douglas-fir, Pseudotsuga menziesii) forests with less than 40% crown closure. 
Most records were comprised of small groups of up to nine male skippers puddling at damp 
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areas on, or beside, unpaved road surfaces. Other sightings were of individuals nectaring at 
flowers or of males perching on low vegetation awaiting females. One concentration of nearly
30 adult skippers was observed at a wet, disturbed area immediately east of Charbonneau 
Creek; this is the site that was discovered and documented in 2012 (Arndt 2012). Adults were
observed at or near Mountain Hollyhock on several occasions. They were most numerous in 
June, but some were still present in the first week of July. No adults were seen in August. 
See Appendix 1 for details on records of adult butterflies. Courting and mating were not 
observed during this study. 

Figure 2. Locations of adult Common Checkered Skippers found in the eastern portion of the 
POV in 2013; no skippers were observed in the western portion during this study. The star 
indicates the location of the muddy seep used by 28 males at one time in June.

Identification of nectar sources

Common Checkered Skippers were observed nectaring at the following flowers: buttercup 
(Ranunculus sp., 1 record), Red Clover (Trifolium pratense, 1 record), white clover (T. 
hybridum or T. repens, 3 records), probable Black Medic (Medicago lupulina, 1 record), 
Oxeye Daisy (Leucanthemum vulgare, 1 record), and Mountain Hollyhock (1 record). Of 
these, only Mountain Hollyhock is native to the POV.

Potential host plants

Locations of Mountain Hollyhock observed in the POV during 2013 are given in Fig. 3. Plants 
were found on roadsides, cutbanks and in areas impacted by the 2007 wildfire. Most 
hollyhocks grew in areas with no canopy; some were partially or nearly fully shaded by 
overstory trees. Although widespread, this plant is not common. Usually, plants were found in
small patches of several individuals each. Occasionally, isolated plants were found. However,
one area near Charbonneau Creek contained large numbers of Mountain Hollyhock 
(indicated with a star in Fig. 3). This site was discovered due to the presence of large 
numbers of male skippers at the wet, disturbed area less than 150 m away. 
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At least 60 mature ( 1 m tall) hollyhock plants were growing at the Charbonneau Creek site 
in a core area of about 0.12 ha (30 m x 40 m). Many smaller plants also were present. This 
site is at the west edge of the 2007 burn, where fire blackened the trunks of large Douglas-fir 
but did not kill them. The understory was likely destroyed in this fire. Hollyhocks were also 
found in the higher-severity central burn area where tree mortality was 100% (see Appendix 5
for extent and severity of the 2007 wildfire).

Hollyhocks were used by many insect species for nectaring, leaf-feeding, perching and 
roosting. There also was evidence of foraging and trampling by a large mammal at the core 
site; fresh scat suggested that the grazer was a Black Bear (Ursus americanus).

A non-native species of mallow (Dwarf Mallow, Malva neglecta), another possible host plant, 
was previously reported at Buckley campground (Machmer et al. 2006). Although two checks 
of the campground in 2013 failed to relocate this plant, it could have been missed if it 
occurred only in small numbers or was not yet blooming. 

Figure 3. Locations of Mountain Hollyhock found in the POV in 2013. The dense stand near 
Charbonneau Ck is indicated by a star. 

Locations and habitat descriptions of breeding areas

Breeding was confirmed by the presence of larvae at two locations in the project area (Figs. 4
& 5; see next section for details on observations of immature stages). The first site was the 
area near Charbonneau Creek containing a large number of Mountain Hollyhock plants. The 
ground was sloping, with a south aspect. Trunk-blackened Douglas-fir trees grew on the 
upper part of the slope, creating an overstory for a portion of the site. Native shrubs present 
included Mallow Ninebark (Physocarpus malvaceus), Ocean Spray (Holodiscus discolor), 
Common Snowberry (Symphoricarpos albus), cherry (Prunus sp.) and rose (Rosa sp.). 
Mountain Hollyhock was the predominant herb over the majority of the site. Other herbs 
included non-native, invasive species such as Spotted Knapweed (Centaura stoebe), 
cinquefoil (Potentilla sp.) and Common St. John’s-wort (Hypericum perforatum). 
Hesperostipa grass dominated the graminoid species present. The extent of Mountain 
Hollyhock at the site, and thus the potential size of the breeding area for Common Checkered
Skipper, was about 1.75 ha (250 m x 70 m). The presence of a muddy seep less than 150 m 
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to the west provided puddling opportunities for adult males to feed on nutrients required for 
breeding. 

The second site of confirmed breeding was a patch of Mountain Hollyhock first discovered 
west of Seven Mile Dam in 2012 (Arndt 2012). This site is steeply sloping above the main 
road and has no overstory. Unidentified grasses, Spotted Knapweed and White Sweet Clover
(Melilotus alba) were also present. The extent of Mountain Hollyhock at this location is only 
0.13 ha (50 m x 20 m). No adults were observed at this location. 

Figure 4. Location of the main breeding location discovered near Charbonneau Creek in 
2013, indicated in yellow. The seep used by male skippers is outlined in orange.

Figure 5. Location of additional breeding site near Seven Mile Dam, shown in yellow.

Immature stages

Females were seen flying among and landing on Mountain Hollyhocks on June 15 and July 3.
Behaviour consistent with egg-laying was observed on July 3, but no eggs were found. 

On July 12, two observers found 15 Common Checkered Skipper larvae in a section of the 
main breeding colony in less than one hour of searching. There likely were many more larvae
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present at the site. All were found on Mountain Hollyhock plants and each was found in a 
solitary shelter (see Appendix 3). Most (12 of 15) skipper larvae observed were located in 
leaves that had been folded and silked along the edges; two were found between two leaves 
and one was between two leaves and a stem. Of the 12 larvae in folded leaves, nine had 
folded the edge toward the upper surface of the leaf, while in three cases the leaf was folded 
down to the lower surface. Although skipper larvae roost in solitary shelters, two or three 
skipper larvae were sometimes found on the same plant. Feeding damage adjacent to each 
larva indicated they were indeed eating Mountain Hollyhock leaves, likely at night (James and
Nunnallee 2011).

The smallest larva was ~ 4 mm long, while the largest was ~ 12 mm. Many were in the range 
of 7 to 9 mm in length. Larvae of Common Checkered Skipper pass through five 
developmental stages, or instars, designated L1 through L5. Based on measurements given 
in James and Nunnallee (2011), the larvae discovered on July 12 likely represented three 
instars: L2 (4-5 mm, n=3), L3 (7-9 mm, n=11), and L4 (12 mm, n=1).

In addition to the 15 larvae found at the main breeding colony on July 12, two larvae 
(probably L3) were found in a small patch of Mountain Hollyhock west of Seven Mile Dam. No
adult skippers had been observed at this site in June.

A subsequent search for skipper larvae at the main colony on August 7 yielded 14 by a single
observer in under 30 minutes. The higher detection rate on August 7 compared to July 12 
suggests that eggs and very small larvae may have been present, yet overlooked, on the 
earlier date. Larvae found August 7 included one ~ 7 mm long and remainder ~ 13-15 mm, 
likely representing one L3 and 13 L4. Common Checkered Skipper larvae overwinter in a 
state of diapause in the L4 or L5 stage (James and Nunnallee 2011) so it is not surprising 
that no final-stage (L5) larvae nor pupae were found during this study.

DISCUSSION

Insects whose larvae use only one food plant are said to be monophagous (e.g., Guppy and 
Shepard 2001). The ecology of monophagous species is necessarily closely tied to the 
ecology of its larval food plant, as the organism is unable to reproduce without it. The 
Common Checkered Skipper in the POV appears to have only Mountain Hollyhock as a 
suitable plant on which larvae can feed; therefore its status and distribution must be linked to 
that of the hollyhock.

During the current study, hollyhock plants were found in small numbers in disturbed sites 
across the POV. This likely represents the typical status of the plant within the project area. 
However, at the Charbonneau Creek site, hollyhock was found in abundance and dominated 
the understory, indicating ideal conditions for germination and growth at this location that are 
undoubtedly related to the 2007 wildfire. There likely are additional areas within the burn that 
currently support high densities of hollyhock.

Mountain Hollyhock is an early seral plant that grows from seed banks in the soil, requiring 
heat to germinate (Smith and Fischer 1997). Seeds can remain viable for several hundred 
years (Matthews 1993). Although germination does occur on south aspects following soil 
disturbance, the species responds particularly well to fire (Smith and Fisher 1997). 
Hollyhocks are considered shade-intolerant (Matthews 1993), but conditions in the burn at 
the Charbonneau Creek site apparently were suitable for prolific growth despite the overstory 
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created by the presence of surviving Douglas-firs. Hollyhocks grew abundantly under the 
trees but did not appear to bloom well.

While known to dominate certain post-fire environments, hollyhocks are relatively short-lived 
(Smith and Fischer 1997, Baker 2009). For example, in a study of prescribed burning in 
Douglas-fir forests in Idaho, it dominated with Fireweed (Epilobium angustifolium) from years 
three to six post-fire and then declined (Lyon 1971, cited in Baker 2009). Another Idaho study
found that hollyhock dominated for several years following moderate to severe fire in 
Trembling Aspen (Populus tremuloides) and aspen-mixed conifer habitats, and disappeared 
by the sixth growing season (Brown and DeByle 1989, cited in Matthews 1993). The current 
study took place in year six following the Pend d’Oreille fire and therefore sites such as 
Charbonneau Creek may begin experiencing a decrease in Mountain Hollyhock abundance 
in subsequent years. Once hollyhocks become overtopped by regenerating shrubs they will 
likely decline rapidly (Matthews 1993).

These characteristics of Mountain Hollyhock, and the absence of mention of this species in 
previous reports (e.g., Machmer et al. 2005, 2006), suggest that it is uncommon in the Pend 
d’Oreille in the absence of fire. The species is reported to be “infrequent in southern British 
Columbia east of the Coast-Cascade Mountains” and only one record is shown for the POV 
in the E-Flora BC database (Klinkenberg 2013). The large concentrations of Common 
Checkered Skipper found in 2012 (Arndt 2012) and 2013 (current study), may not reflect the 
“normal” status of this species in the project area when hollyhock is less abundant. Insect 
populations are known to fluctuate naturally much more widely than those of vertebrate 
species, thus it is not necessarily a cause for concern when local skipper numbers rise and 
fall with those of its host plant (Scott 1986). However, if habitat for the host plant is destroyed 
the skipper will not persist. 

Density estimates were not feasible during this study. Adult male skippers were concentrated 
at puddling areas, giving an index of relative abundance among sites; however, at breeding 
locations male and females were observed in very low numbers. Therefore conditions were 
not conducive to conducting transect counts, which might be appropriate at sites where 
butterflies are found in higher numbers and have a uniform distribution. However, based on 
numbers of adults and larvae seen, and a probable adult life span of less than two weeks, the
main breeding site likely supports a subpopulation of several hundred skippers under current 
habitat conditions.

Although reported as occurring in both the North Okanagan and the Kootenays (e.g., Guppy 
and Shepard 2001), Common Checkered Skipper has not been seen in the North Okanagan 
since initial records in 1918 (Threatful 2003). This apparent restriction of the species to the 
Kootenays alone underscores the importance of the POV as a provincially significant 
population.

Potential threats to Common Checkered Skipper in the POV primarily involve threats to its 
larval food plant, Mountain Hollyhock. These include herbicide use, competition with invasive 
weeds and destruction by off-road vehicles. As previously discussed, hollyhock requires early
succession conditions for growth and in the absence of periodic disturbance events, both 
hollyhock and skipper numbers will be reduced. Permanent habitat loss due to development 
is unlikely, as 13 of the 14 sites where adult skippers were found are on properties owned by 
the Ministry of Environment (MOE) and jointly managed by MOE and the Fish and Wildlife 
Compensation Program (Machmer et al. 2006). Adult male skippers that use road surfaces 
for acquiring salts are vulnerable to vehicle mortality.
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SUMMARY 

Common Checkered Skipper was widespread but uncommon in the Pend d’Oreille in 2013, 
with the exception of one site near Charbonneau Creek. This area contained abundant 
Mountain Hollyhock, which was confirmed as being used as the larval host plant. Because 
Common Checkered Skipper may be using only Mountain Hollyhock as its larval food in the 
POV, its ongoing status and distribution in the area will be dependent on the presence of this 
early seral plant. Other critical features for the persistence of this blue-listed species in the 
POV are availability of nectar sources and exposed wet earth during the adult flight period.
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Appendix 1 Observations of Adult Common Checkered Skippers in the POV in 2013. Sites 
are listed from west to east and correspond with points shown in Figure 2.

Location (Lat&long) Site Type Date # Adults Behaviour
1 49.048, -117.463 Unsurfaced road June 4

June 15
1
8

Flying.
Flying.

2 49.049, -117.461 Muddy seep 
disturbed by off-
road vehicles

June 4

June 15
July 3

28

24
4

Males puddling; individuals nectaring at 
buttercup sp. and Red Clover.
Males puddling.
Males puddling.

3 49.049, -117.459 Large patch of 
Mountain 
Hollyhock within 
low-severity 
burn

June 15

July 3

7

6

Males and females flying among hollyhock and 
landing on hollyhock leaves.
Males and females flying among hollyhock; 
females appeared to be laying eggs; one 
nectaring at hollyhock.

4 49.049, -117.458 Unsurfaced 
road/weedy road
side plants 
within low-
severity burn

June 4
June 15

4
5

Males perching and patrolling.
One nectaring at probable Black Medic.

5 49.048, -117.455 Unsurfaced 
road/weedy road
side plants 
within moderate-
severity burn

June 4 9 Males puddling; one nectaring at White or 
Hybrid Clover.

6 49.048, -117.444 Unsurfaced road
within high-
severity burn; 
Mountain 
Hollyhock 
present

June 15 1 Flying. 

7 49.049, -117.436 Unsurfaced road
within moderate-
severity burn

June 15 3 Flying and perching on road.

8 49.051, -117.410 Unsurfaced road
through Heinz 
field

June 6 2 Males puddling.

9 49.045, -117.401 Road side ditch 
under powerline

June 6 2 Males puddling.

10 49.043, -117.399 Road side ditch 
under powerline

June 6 3 Males puddling.

11 49.034, -117.357 Road side ditch 
under powerline

June 6

June 10

6

4

Males puddling; individuals nectaring White or 
Hybrid Clover.
Males puddling, perching and patrolling; one 
nectaring at Oxeye Daisy.

12 49.033, -117.354 Unsurfaced road
under powerline

June 10 1 Perching and patrolling.

13 49.037, -117.341 Unsurfaced road
through open 
Douglas-fir 
forest

June 10 1 Perching.

14 49.038, -117.332 Unsurfaced road
through open 
Douglas-fir 
forest

June 10 1 Flying.
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Appendix 2 Photographs of Adult Common Checkered Skippers.

Top: Males puddling at damp earth (June 15, 2013; Bethany Arndt); bottom: female on 
Mountain Hollyhock leaf (June 15, 2013; Bethany Arndt).
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Appendix 3 Photographs of Larval Common Checkered Skippers.

Top: Larval stage L2 (July 12, 2013; Bethany Arndt); middle: larval stage L3 (July 12, 2013; 
Bethany Arndt); bottom: larval stage L4 (August 7, 2013; Janice Arndt). Note evidence of 
feeding in each photo. Shelters were opened. Photos are not to scale.
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Appendix 4 Photographs of Mountain Hollyhock and Habitat.

Top: Mountain Hollyhock growing beneath mature Douglas-fir within the area burned in 2007 
(July 12, 2013; Bethany Arndt); bottom: Mountain Hollyhock growing on south-facing, steeply 
sloping road cutbank (June 4, 2013; Justin Arndt).
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Appendix 5 Map of the 2007 Wildfire in the POV.

The main skipper breeding location and high-density Mountain Hollyhock site near 
Charbonneau Creek is indicated by a yellow dot. Map courtesy of Ministry of Forests, Lands 
and Natural Resource Operations.
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