
Frosted Elfin Survey Instructions 

How often should I survey? 

In general, you should survey between one to four times at your assigned site(s).  If 
you can document Frosted Elfins on your first or second visit to the site, then you are 
done with that site.  (If bad weather such as heavy clouds, cold temperatures, rain, or 
strong winds is present after you arrive at your survey site, you may do a third survey 
for adult Frosted Elfins if you desire.)  If you have not yet documented the adult 
butterfly at the site after the initial visits but there is a good population of wild 
indigo, the host plant for Frosted Elfin, present, then you should do two more surveys 
for caterpillars (larvae), for a total of four surveys.   

What equipment should I take along on my Frosted Elfin surveys? 

You will ideally get a GPS point and a digital photograph of Frosted Elfins that you find 
at each of your survey sites.  So the required equipment is a GPS unit or a detailed 
map of the area and a digital camera.  This could just be a smartphone, either 
Android or iPhone, that has a mapping and GPS app on it along with a built-in camera.  
Alternatively. you could have a handheld GPS unit such as a Garmin and a dedicated 
digital camera. 

Other things you should take include your pass or permit for accessing the survey site 
(if needed), close-focusing binoculars, vehicle mileage and data entry forms, a lunch, 
a butterfly ID field guide, water, and insect repellent. 

Can I take someone else along on the surveys? 

By all means, include others in your surveys if you know of others who may be 
interested in helping.  Having someone else along is also probably safer in case of an 
unexpected event.  People besides personal friends you may want to consider 
including besides personal friends are  other citizen volunteers for this project, Texas 
Master Naturalists, or Native Plant Society of Texas members.  We do ask that these 
additional people also be focused on helping you find Frosted Elfins.  For that reason, 
we do not recommend bringing along individuals such as young children that may be 
more of a distraction than a help. 

What about carpooling? 

Carpooling is encouraged if there is more than just you doing the survey.  Please 
remember that there is vehicle reimbursement money for only one vehicle per 
assigned survey site per survey day.  So if two cars go on a survey, reimbursement will 
still be for only one vehicle. 

When should I survey for Frosted Elfins? 



The e-mail to which this document was attached will provide you with general 
guidance on when you should survey.  In general, southern sites should be surveyed 
during the month of March for adult elfins while northern sites should be surveyed 
during the month of April.  Caterpillar surveys can be done beginning about two to 
three weeks after the adults would probably have emerged if they were present. 

How does weather affect likelihood of finding Frosted Elfins? 

Your best chance for finding Frosted Elfin butterflies is on a sunny, calm day when the 
air temperature is 68 degrees Fahrenheit or higher.  If it is cool, windy, or raining, 
your chances for finding an adult Frosted Elfin diminishes.  Cloudy but calm warm 
days are probably still good for surveys.  If the weather forecast for your survey site is 
not very favorable on your planned survey day, you may want to re-schedule your 
survey for that site. 

What time of the day should I survey? 

Adults fly all day as long as the weather is favorable.  However, adults tend to more 
active in the mid- to late-morning, so they may be easier to find then than later in 
the day. 

Where should I look for caterpillars? 

Caterpillars will be on the host plant, so there is no need to search anywhere except 
on wild indigo for Frosted Elfin larvae.  The caterpillars may be feeding on the 
flowers, leaves, or seed pods of the wild indigo, as well as on the stem of the plant. 

What constitutes a survey site? 

A survey site varies from a single geographic point coordinate (e.g., from iNaturalist 
data) to a road segment within a national forest to the entirety of a small 
conservation area (e.g., a state forest).  The commonality among all these sites is 
that there is reason to believe that the host plant for Frosted Elfin, one of several 
species of wild indigo, is found at, along, or within the survey site. 

How long should I survey at a particular site? 

It depends on the site.  If there are only a few wild indigo plants at a small site, we 
recommend staying 15 minutes.  If the wild indigo is scattered across a large area of 
one acre or more, we recommend surveying the site for at least half an hour. 

Is there a best way to survey a site? 

It depends on the site.  Some general tips are: 

1) If there are only a few wild indigo plants, just hang around the plants. 



2) If there are scattered plants, walk slowly between the plants in a regular 
pattern. 

3) If there are many pants in a large area, you may want to mentally divide the 
area into quarters and survey within each quarter before going to the next 
quarter.  Having more than one person on your survey will simplify this. 

Because wild indigo is the elfin’s host plant, plants that are further along in their 
blooming cycle (i.e., that have more buds and flowers) are more likely to have 
Frosted Elfins nearby than plants still early in that cycle.  An area with a large 
concentration of flowering wild indigo is probably more likely to have an elfin than a 
single isolated blooming wild indigo. 

Research has shown that Frosted Elfins tend to lay their eggs near areas with at least 
partial shade.  So in a large field with wild indigo plants, the elfins may be more 
common at the field edges near the tall trees than in the middle of the field. 

Do you have any tips for identifying Frosted Elfins? 

The butterfly most likely to be confused with Frosted Elfin is Henry’s Elfin.  Because 
they use different host plants, an elfin flying around wild indigo is most likely a 
Frosted Elfin.  Henry’s Elfins tend to roost up in trees (e.g., redbud or holly) and 
sometimes on damp ground itself whereas Frosted Elfins usually perch on low 
vegetation such as wild indigo itself or on nearby branches, rarely on the ground. 

Wild Indigo Duskywings also use wild indigo as their host plant but these are 
spreadwing skippers and usually land with their winds spread flat, not folded up over 
their bodies as do Frosted Elfins. 

Several species of satyrs are found in Texas but most have eyespots the hindwing and 
usually are flying low to the ground and often land on the ground.  None of the Texas 
satyrs have the tail extensions on the hindwing that the Frosted Elfins have. 

I found a Frosted Elfin.    Now what? 
  
If you think you’ve found a Frosted Elfin, try to take a picture of it first before doing 
anything else in case the butterfly flies away.  After that there are several things you 
should do.  Try to make sure you get a diagnostic picture of the elfin if the first 
picture was from far away and may not be good enough for a positive identification.  
Next, mentally fill in the information on the data entry form for the sighting.  Get a 
GPS coordinate for the sight location from your GPS unit or smartphone if you can.  If 
that is not possible, write down where you relative to an obvious landmark.  How 
much Baptisia is there?  What’s the vegetation like?  Are there any obvious threats to 
the long-term suitability of the survey site for Frosted Elfins?  Finally, walk around the 
rest of the area where you can see wild indigo plants to try to see if you can find 
additional Frosted Elfins.  Although the primary goal of this project is to detect 
presence / absence of Frosted Elfins at each survey site, a count of the numbers at 



each site on a particular survey date would provide additional information that will be 
of value in assessing the status of this butterfly in Texas. 

If what you found is a Frosted Elfin caterpillar, just take a picture of the caterpillar 
and fill in the same information as above.  There is no need to search for additional 
caterpillars. 

How far apart should survey sites be? 

A Frosted Elfin population is separated from other Frosted Elfin populations by six 
miles if the intervening six miles are all suitable habitat for the elfin but by only three 
miles if intervening miles are not suitable habitat for the elfin (e.g., a town).  
Therefore, if you have a survey site at which you found a Frosted Elfin, you should go 
either three or six miles before you start looking for wild indigo patches and Frosted 
Elfins again. 

However, if you have yet to find a Frosted Elfin at a Baptisia patch within your 
assigned survey site, be it a point, road, or conservation area, you can stop and start 
surveying at the very next patch of wild indigo that you think looks promising.   

I can’t find any wild indigo, the host plant of Frosted Elfin, at the survey site.  What 
do I do? 

First, make sure that you are at the correct location, especially if it is a point data.  
Move around a bit, perhaps 100 yards or so from the original point.  If you still do not 
find any host plant after surveying around the provided point, road, or conservation 
area, just fill out the data entry form and indicate that you did not find any host 
plant on the given survey date.  You may want to return a second or third time to the 
location just to be sure; perhaps the plants are just late because of the cold winter.  
Be sure to fill out a new data entry form for each visit.  Remember that negative data 
such as no host plants to be found at a particular location is still important data in 
assessing the status of Frosted Elfins in Texas.   

I found a patch of Baptisia that isn’t on my list of assigned sites .  What do I do? 

If it was on your direct travel to or from your assigned survey sites and it’s on public 
lands, you can stop and investigate if you want.  Just fill out a data entry form for the 
location and note the extent of the wild indigo and whether or not you found Frosted 
Elfins there. 

If the patch was found while you were not doing an assigned survey, you can stop and 
investigate just as if you were doing an assigned survey if you want.  But you cannot 
be reimbursed for your gas mileage for that particular survey stop.  E-mail Dean 
(jue@naba.org) with your data entry form about the potential new site and he will let 
you know if it’s a new site that should be surveyed again (and thus be reimbursed for 
gas mileage for your next visit). 

mailto:jue@naba.org


I see a good patch of Baptisia on private property.  What do I do? 

There are already a few patches of wild indigo on private property that are being 
surveyed during this particular project.  However, because of its short duration, this 
grant’s focus is on conservation lands rather than private property.  If you think the 
private property in question is worthy of a survey during this project, please get 
geographic coordinates for the property and e-mail Dean (jue@naba.org) about why.  
Even if we decide that we do not have the resources to survey the property during 
this project, the Texas Park and Wildlife Department will be informed about the 
property.  Remember that surveys done on private property require a special form to 
be signed and filled out by the landowner. 

When should I send the vehicle mileage reports and data entry forms to NABA? 

Ideally you would scan the mileage report and data entry form to NABA 
(jue@naba.org) in either .jpg or .pdf format within a day or so after each survey.  This 
will help us keep better track of the project’s progress and allow us to better re-
allocate resources in a timely manner if needed.  If this timeframe is not practical, 
please try to get the forms to Dean after the surveys for the adult elfin is complete 
(i.e., after the second survey).  Either send the scanned forms to him electronically 
(jue@naba.org) or mail the paper forms to him at: 

Dean Jue 
3455 Dorchester Ct. 
Tallahassee, FL 32312 

Please e-mail him and let him know that you mailing some paper forms to him so that 
he can be on the lookout for them. 

How will I be reimbursed? 

You will fill out a vehicle mileage form for each survey, regardless of whether or not you 
found Frosted Elfins on the survey.  You will get reimbursed for your gas mileage at 53.5 cents 
per mile for a round-trip distance from your residence to the survey site and back home for 
each field survey.  However, be aware that the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department’s (TPWD) 
grant to NABA stipulates that the TPWD is to be billed quarterly. The third quarter runs from 
March through May, with the billing due on July 30th.  Consequently, it may be summer 2018 
before you get reimbursed for your mileage.  If this presents a problem for you, please let me 
know as soon as possible at jue@naba.org.  Please send each vehicle mileage form to Dean 
Jue.  You can either mail the paper forms to him at:   

Dean K. Jue 
 3455 Dorchester Ct. 
 Tallahassee, FL 32312 

or you can scan vehicle mileage form as either a .pdf or a .jpg and send them to him 
electronically at jue@naba.org.   
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