
U R B A N  A N T I  C S
Grubby 'spitf ires'

Not to be confused with World
War  l l  a i rc ra f t , ' sp i t f i res 'have go t  us
b lu f fed ,  and i f  you  be l ieve  in  the  o ld
adage 'what you see is what you get',
these larvae of sawflies are very nasty
litt le blighters. Or are they? :\

Among the  mi l l ions  o t  insec f ' :
types, it is arguable which is more
repulsive to humans-cockroaches oi'
spitf ires. While we react violently and
pos i t i ve ly  to  d ispa tch  one hap less
'cocky ' ,  the  d iscovery  in  garden
fo l iage o f  a  la rge  c l ing ing  group o f
genera l l y  dark -sk inned,  wh i te
bristled spitf ire grubs, has most of us
on the back foot

The reason for this repulsion is the
pecu l ia r  way  in  wh ich  they  reac t  i f
d is tu rbed A l l  toge ther ,  they  tap  the i r
abdomens up  and down,  l i f t  the i r
h e a d s  i n  t h e  a i r  a n d  i n d i v i d u a l l y
regurg i ta te  a  la rge  g lob  o f  th ick ,
ye l lowy-green p lan t  o i l .  A l thoug h
they cannot spit as such, it is a most
e f fec t i ve  de ter ren t  fo r  wou ld -be
predators  and c lumsy humans As
ch i ld ren  in  the  ' f i f t ies ' ,  we were
petrif ied of spitf ires

Adu l t  sawf l ies  a re  o f  the  order
Hymenoptera, which are described as
hav ing  two pa i rs  o f  g lassy
membranous w in95 hooked together
in  f l igh t  They  are ,  in  fac t ,  th ick
bod ied  wasps .  They  do  no t  s t ing  and
are  no t  o t ten  seen,  as  they  usua l ly
remain  h idden in  fo l iage ,  lay ing  the i r
eggs.

The name sawfly refers to the
ov ipos i to r  o f  the  adu l t  females .  Th is  i s
a serrated saw like apparatus used to
abrade a  lea f  sur face  and then to  lay
eggs in  the  lea f  t i ssue

There  are  more  thdn 170 spec ies
o f  sawf ly  in  Aus t ra l ia .  Some bore  in to
wood,  some mine leaves ,  bu t  most
l i ve  on  fo l iage  In  the  advanced la rva l
s tage,  severa l  hundred ind iv idua ls
c lus te red  together  on  s tems and
branches can de fo l ia te  smal l  t rees
and some ornamenta l  garden shrubs .

The most  common defo l ia t ing
sawf l ies  found in  Aus t ra l ia  a re  the
steel blue sawfly (Perga dor5ail5), the
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eucaliptus sawfly (P klrbyi) and the
sma{l brown saw{ly (Pseudoperga
iewlsll). These different species have
very  s imi la r  l i fe  h is to r ies  and hab i ts
and are  probab ly  respons ib le  fo r  the
la rvae tha t  we somet imes come
across

Eggs (be tween 30  and 90)  a re  la id
by  adu l t  sawf l ies  in ' ra f ts '  o r 'pods '
between the upper and lower leaf
surfaces. They hatch in 2 8 weeks
depend ing  on  spec ies  and
tempera ture .  There  are  s ix  la rva l
stages These last from 2 4 months,
aga in  depend ing  on  the  spec ies  Stee l
b lue  sawf ly  la rvae are  present  in
spr ing  and summer ,  wh i le  the  la rvae
of the large green sawfly are present
i n  a u t u m n  a n d  w i n t e r  a n d ,
consequent ly ,  take  longer  to  deve lop .

One hab i t  o f  la rvae is  tha t  a f te r
res t ing  in  co lon ies  dur ing  the  day ,
they  d isperse  as  ind iv idua ls  to  feed a t
n i g h l ,  l h e n  r e f o r m  t h e  g r o u p  a l
daybreak .  l f  an  ind iv idua l  becomes
separa ted ,  i t  taps  very  rap id ly  on  a
lea f  o r  b ranch and the  co lony
responds by  tapp ing  in  rep ly  un t i l the
ind iv idua l  i s  aga in  reun i ted  w i th  the
group.  Ind iv idua ls  do  no t  surv ive  on
Tnet r  own.

When fu l l y  g rown,  la rvae c rawl
down f rom the i r  t ree  en  masse and
bur row in to  the  so i l ,  where  they  fo rm
large  masses  o f  b rown cocoons.  In  the
so i l ,  the  la rvae o f  the  la rge  green
sawf ly  en ter  a  p repupa l  s tage,  wh ich
may las t  up  to  four  years ,  bu t  usua lLy

lasts one or two years. In the late
summer  o f  the  year  o f  emergence,
the  prepupae change to  pupae and
the  adu l t  sawf ly  f ina l l y  emerges  f rom
the soil 2 3 weeks later.

L i fe  i s  re la t i ve ly  shor t  fo r  adu l t
sawf l ies ,  as  they  on ly  i ve  fo r  7  9  days
Dur ing  th is  t ime they  lay  the i r  eggs
and d ie

DID YOU KNOW?
High mortalit! ul the pupal sl.tge,
riue to the effects ofparasilic tlvsps
and llies, appears to stabilise
saull! populalions from uear to

lear, us relatiuelu feu' adults
emerge liom cocoons to stdrt the
neut (teneratiotl.

Adult sauflies co11 hile, bu! the!/
don't feed.
Mole sarollies dre oeru rare and
females are parthenogenic (theg

fu) not need to mute to reprodttce).

O

i

L



, !  i  1r) rr .  "

BUSHWALKS IN THE SOUIH-WEST
cAR0LYN TH0t!1S0N-DANS . .  .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . .  .  . . .  10

A FIRE FOR ALL REASONS
N E I L B U R R o W S  . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 7

ROADSIDES ... THE VITAL LINK
DAVID LAI\4 O NT,,.,,.,,.

APPROACHING EDEN
DAVTD ALGAR AND RAy 5MtTH.... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . . . . .28

EUCLA PIONEERS
ALt50N t!1UtR, J \4 MUtRANDJoHNTH0t\4S0N.... . . . . . .  .  .  .  35

WHERE ARE THEY NOW?
CLEMENCY F |SHER.  . . . . . . . . . 40

JEWELS OF THE WEST
IllATTHEW WILLIAM' ANDREW WILLIAI\45 AND
TREVoRLUND5TR0M. . . . .  . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

BUSH TELEGRAPH,,, , .  .  .  .  .  .

ENDANGERED
wESTERN PRTCKLYHONEYsUCK1E.... . . . . . . . . . . . .  . .  . .  .  .  . . . . . . .48

URBAN ANTICS
GRUBBy SprTFtRE5... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

23

CALM\ fight ogainst ferol cats gathers
ground on Peron Peninsula aith the
deaelopment and testing of a cot bait.
See 'fuproaching Edm' on poge 28.

A new CALM book giues bushualkers a
host of short ond longer walks in
Westem Australia\ southlnest. See
poge 10.

The splendid fairy urcn was one of
mang birds collected by John
Gilbert, uhose collections of
specimens haoe been frogmented
ouer the post 100 Uears 0r so,
Nou, theg are being tracked doun
in museums atound the uorld,
and o more complete picturc of
their original distributions is
emerging from Cilbertl original
notes and labels, See storA on
page 40.
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Roadside uegetation often prolides uital
links betaeen remnant habitats. See
our storg on page 23.

What attrccted ea g pioneers to this
barren comer of Westem Australia?
Find out in'Eucla Pioneers' on poge 35.

Fire is an important part of Westetn
Australia\ enuironment. Scientists
continue to dkcouet just hou
important. See page 17.
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