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Approved Conservation Advice  
(s266B of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) 

Approved Conservation Advice for 
Croitana aestiva (Desert Sand-skipper) 

This Conservation Advice has been developed based on the best available information at the 
time this Conservation Advice was approved; this includes existing plans, records or 
management prescriptions for this species.   

Description 

Croitana aestiva, Family Hesperiidae, also known as the Desert Sand-skipper or Aestiva 
Skipper, is a small butterfly measuring 22 mm across its outspread wings. Its colouration and 
appearance are typical for congenerics of the skipper family: dark brown wings with pale 
yellow markings, and the clubs near the end of its antennae are bent near the base (Woinarski 
et al., 2007).  

The Desert Sand-skipper can be distinguished from C. croites and C. arenaria by its narrower 
wings, and the yellow patch on the hind wing which is smaller and divided by brown veins 
(Braby, 2000). 

Conservation Status 

The Desert Sand-skipper is listed as endangered. This species is eligible for listing as 
endangered under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(Cwlth) (EPBC Act) as, in 2006, the Minister considered the Threatened Species Scientific 
Committee’s (TSSC) advice under section 189 of the EPBC Act and amended the list under 
section 184 to include the Desert Sand-skipper. The TSSC determined that this species met 
Criterion 2 (distribution is restricted and precarious for the species’ survival) of their 
eligibility criteria (TSSC, 2006b). Desert Sand-skipper is also listed as endangered under the 
Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Amendment Act 2006 (Northern Territory).   

Distribution and Habitat 

The Desert Sand-skipper is endemic to the Northern Territory and is known from specimens 
collected at four locations in the MacDonnell Ranges: at a site 25 km west of Alice Springs; at 
Standley Chasm, 41 km west of Alice Springs; at Ellery Gorge, 75 km west of Alice Springs; 
and in gorges of the Chewings Range, west of Alice Springs (Braby, 2000; Woinarski et al., 
2007). These recorded sites are assumed to reflect separate subpopulations. The collection 
location at Standley Chasm has probably been destroyed or degraded by the extension of a 
public car park. The Desert Sand-skipper's extent of occurrence is likely to be less than 100 
km² and its area of occupancy is thought to be less than 10 km². All known populations occur 
within the West MacDonnell National Park (Woinarski et al., 2007). This species occurs 
within the Northern Territory Natural Resource Management Region. 

Adult Desert Sand-skippers are known from low open woodland dominated by Mulga 
(Acacia aneura) (Braby, 2000). The habitat and food requirements of its larval stages are 
unknown, although the larvae of closely related species feed on grasses (Enteropogon and 
Austrostipa) (Braby, 2000), and adults feed on daisy flowers (Family Asteraceae) (Woinarski 
et al., 2007).  

The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological communities. 
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Threats 

The main identified threat to Desert Sand-skipper is the spread of introduced Buffel Grass 
(Cenchrus cillaris), which has invaded all sites at which the butterfly has been known to 
occur. Closely related species of skipper have a very narrow host range and may lay eggs on 
only one plant species on which the larvae later feed. Buffel Grass displaces native grasses on 
which the Desert Sand-skipper’s larvae may feed, and its presence also increases the 
frequency, intensity and extent of wildfires. Fire may threaten the Desert Sand-skipper by 
directly causing mortality, and by changing the availability of food plants. It is believed that 
the presence and spread of Buffel Grass will lead to the continued decline of Desert Sand-
skipper (TSSC 2006b; Woinarski et al., 2007). 

Research Priorities 

Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 
 Locate any remaining populations. 
 More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the 

relative impacts of threatening processes (Northern Territory PWC, 2006). 
 Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 

populations (Northern Territory PWC, 2006; TSSC, 2006). 
 Continue and expand the recently-established monitoring program for this species (and 

related taxa).  

Regional and Local Priority Actions  

The following priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of the Desert Sand-skipper. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
 Monitor known populations to identify key threats.  
 Monitor the progress of recovery, including the effectiveness of management actions and 

the need to adapt them if necessary. 
 Identify populations of high conservation priority.  
 Ensure development activities involving substrate or vegetative disturbance, in areas 

where the Desert Sand-skipper occurs, do not adversely impact on known population sites. 
 Investigate formal conservation arrangements, management agreements and covenants on 

private land, and for crown and private land investigate inclusion in reserve tenure if 
possible. 

Invasive Weeds 
 Develop and implement a management plan for the control of Buffel Grass and other 

exotic pasture grasses in the region (TSSC, 2006a). 
 Identify and remove weeds in the local area, particularly Buffel Grass, which could 

become a threat to the Desert Sand-skipper, using appropriate methods (Northern 
Territory PWC, 2006).   

Fire 
 Develop and implement a suitable fire management strategy for habitat in which the 

Desert Sand-skipper occurs or was previously known to occur (Northern Territory PWC, 
2006). 

 As appropriate, provide maps of known occurrences to local and state rural fire services 
and seek inclusion of mitigative measures in bush fire risk management plans, risk register 
and/or operation maps. 

Conservation Information 
 Raise awareness of the Desert Sand-skipper within the local community.  
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 Establish and/or maintain partnerships with private landholders and managers of land on 
which populations occur to ensure appropriate conservation. 

This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to Desert Sand-
skipper, but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of 
preparing the conservation advice.  
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