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by Matthew Williams

Clearing bushland for urban

development has resulted in

the decl ine of many of our

native butterflies. Some of them

are the most colourful and

spectacular in the world.
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I Left One of the few butterflies to fly in
I the autumn is the wedge skipper. Like
I the w€sleyn grassdart, it has adapted
to introduced grasses as food plants.
Relatively common in urban areas, it rs
rare in the wild.
Photo - Matthew Williams

lBelow lefl: The meadow argus (left)

I and the Australian painted lady occur
I in the south-west during warmer
months. Both have a wide range of food
plants, but commonly occur on the
introduced plantain and capeweed.
Photo - MatthewWilliams

I Rrglrl The western jewel is a rare
I endemic species. Like many
I butterflies, the males look different
from the females: the upperside of the
wings is iridescent purple in the
female (top fight) and blue in the male
(top left). However, the underside
pattern (below) is similar in both sexes.
Photo - MatthewWlliams

The Kimberley region is the richest in
Westem Australia for butterflies, with
about 70 species, whereas about 50
different butterflies occur in the south-
west. By comparison, there are 63
butterfly species in Creat Britain.

BUTTERFLIES OF THE
SOUTH-WEST

The butterflies of the south-west are
well adapted to the hot dry summers of
our Mediterranean-type climate. Few of
the native species fly duringthe summer
months; typically they appear between
September and early December. One
species, the wedge skipper \Anisgnta
sphqnosemal, is out of phase with the
rest and flies in autumn. l4ost species
produce only one generation a year,
although some complete several life
cycles during spring and early summer,
with another much longer generation
extending throughout autumn and
!.\jinter,

The life cycles of those butterflies
with one annual generation follow a
common pattern. In spring and early
summer, the female lays her eggs,
carefully choosing suitable plants on
which heryoung will fe€d. Most butterfly
larvae (or caterpillars) are quite specific
in their tastes, and are often limited to
one species of plant, or a few closely

related species. The eggs hatch within a
few weeks, and the young larvae
immediately begin to feed on the leaves
and stems ofthe food plant. Many larvae
feed atnight, probably to avoid predators
such as birds and day-flying wasps, but
also to escape the desiccating summer
conditions. The larvae continue to grow
during the next 10 months, often at a
rate that depends on the prevail ing
temperature and humidity. Because the
larva's skin is not sufficiently flexible to
accommodate this growth, it occasionally
sheds its skin, rather as a snake does,
growing into a new,largerskin. ButteIfly
larvae generally undergo five of these
'moults', although four or six moults are
not uncommon. The final moult does
not produce a larger caterpillar, but a
pupa or chrysalis. The pupal stage is
sometimes called a resting phase, but
the pupa is not really dormant;within its
body it is reorganising itself into a
butterfly.

Those species with multiple annual
generations, like the Australian admiral
(Vonessa itea), have larvae that are able
to complete their growth during spring
in about six weeks, rather than 10
months. This makes them easy and
rewarding to rear in captivity or in the
garden, and perfect subjects for study in
the classroom (see 'Australian Admiral',

LAN DS CO PE, W inter 1992).
The larvae of some native spectes

adopt other ways of avoiding the dry
summer. The larvae of the western dark
azure \Oggris otanes) shelter during the
day  in  the  nes ts  o f  sugar  an ts
lcamponotus spp.) and emerge at night
to  feed on  the  s tems o f  sourbush
(Choretrum glomeratum). The reward
the ants take for harbouring the larvae
within their nest is a sugary secretion
produced from a special gland on the
larva's back. The western dark azure
occurs in small isolated populalions in
the Stirl ing Range, at one or two other
locations along the south coast, and
between Leeman and Dongara on the
westcoast. Unlike mostnative butterfl ies,
the western dark azure flies all through
the warm months, from September to
April.

CARNIVOROUS
CATERPILLARS

Rela t ionsh ips  in  wh ich  bo th
participants benefit (called symbioses)
are  no t  uncommon among the
Lycaenidae family of butterflies (known
collectively as 'blues', because many
species are coloured in shades of blue
and purple). Butthe relationship between
butterflies and ants occasionally reaches
an extreme form.
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south-west. So namedbecause they have
a rapid skipping pattern of flight, the
skippers are som€times thought of as
being'somewhere between butterfl ies
and moths'. They fly during the day and
have clubbed antennae, features usually
associated with butterflies, but they are
atypical in that the larvae make shelters
from the leaves of the foodplant,
something l ike the cocoon of a moth, in
which they eventually pupate.

Most species ofskipper in the south-
west are smalland brown, although some
species inthe northare brightly coloured.
The species that is probably the best
known to people in urban areas is the
orange palmdart (Cephrenes augiades
sperfftlas), which was introduced to the
south-west in the late 1970s and is now
well established in suburban gardens.
Its larvae feed on a wide variety of
ornamental palms, especially bangalow,
kentia and dwarfdate palms. The yellow
palmdart (C. trichopepla), anoLher
closely related species with similar tastes,
has been recorded recently in Perth, but
is not yet common, The larvae make
shelters by folding over a palm frond, or
byjoining two adjacent fronds together.

I ler?: Males of the wood white
I frequently collect around hil l tops, a
I behavioural trait common to many
butterflies. Wood whites are common in
the Wheatbelt.
Photo - Kim Howe

I The larva of the orange palmdart is
I twical of many skipper larvae:
! elongated, hairless and with a
prominent head and dorsal stripe.
Photo - MatthewWilliams

Although these larvae may seem
destructive, they are, in fact, acting as
colonising species. The shelters they
create provide habitats for other insects
and spiders; before the introduction of
palmdarts, introduced palms were
'ecological deserts', usually devoid of
insect life.

The larvae ofour native skippers feed
mainly on grasses and sedges, and only
two species have adapted at all well to
urbanareas. The larvae ofthe tiny orange

lAbooe: Many moths are readily
I distinguished from butterfl ies by their
I feathery rather than clubbed antennae,
and by their habit of holding the wings
flat when at rest. This geometrid moth
takes its name from the habits of its
larva: these are 'loopers' or 'inch worms'
that walk as though measuring out
distance.
Photo - Jiri Lochman
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The Pinnacles, in Nambung National
Park, is one of the most pholographed
Iandscapa in the uorld. But therc is
another side to Nambung- See page 41.

BRING BACK THE BUTTERFUES
MATTHEW WILLIAMS

: '  !  5? '1

TALES FROM THE DARK SIDE
GREG KEIGHERY 1 7

SUBTERMNEAN SECRETS
BILL HUMPHREYS AND JOHN BLYTH 22

REPTILES IN THE GARDEN
DAVID PEARSON ANDJII\,I ROLFE 28

The hidden coues and tunnels of Cape
Range National Park harbour seueral
animab found nowhere eke. Tum to
page 22 to find out about these bizarre
caae dwellers.

The choracteristics that made WA
inhospitable to the lirst Europeans are
nou helping us create new industries
thot can also repair the enuironment.
See page 47.

FIGHTING FIRE WITH FIRE
BICKSNEEUWJAGT

THE OTHER SIDE OF NAMBUNG
JOHN HUNTER AND KEITH HOCKEY

WORKING WITH NATURE
SYD 47

The bobtail (Tiliqua rugosa) is
sometimes incorrectly called the
'bobtail goanna' but is actually a very
large skink, They are common around
Perth and often seen in gardens.
Dudng hot weather they can be seen
basking on footpaths, verges or
roadways. See our story 'Reptiles in the
Garden' on Page 30.
The illustration is bg Philippa
Nikulinskg.

Perth has at leost 70 species of skinks,
geckoes and other reptiles. Find out
hou to attract these fascinating
creatures to gour garden on page 28.

Deuastation caused bU the recent NSW
bushfires has fuelled debate on the
practice of presc:ribed buming. How do
managers fight fire uith fire?
See page 35.
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