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hen European settlers first
arrived in Australia, theY found

a continent very different from their
previous homeland. The vastness of the

land and its flora and fauna were unlike

anything they'd seen before. No doubt,

they would have been intrigued by the

array of new mammals, birds and plants.

Not only were the animals and plants

new and varied, so too were the

butterfl ies they encountered.
Butterflies have alujays attracted

attention. Many of the species found in

Austnlia were spectacular, and it wasn't

long before naturalists had named a host

of different kinds. As time went by, life

cycle details, such as what plants the

caterpillars fed upon, were progressively

documented. However, for more than

100 years, the life history of the rare

western flat buttedY remained

unknown.

The western flat (Exometoeca
nucteris) is a small skipper buttedy
known only from a few localities in the
south-western corner of Western
Australia. It usually occurs in or
immediately adjacent to forest habitats
from as far north as the Chittering
Valley to Albany in the south. It belongs
to the subfamily Pyrginae, a group of
buttedies collectively known as 'flats'

because of their mothlike habit of
restinf with wings spread out flat
rather than closed.

FLAT OUT SEARCHING
More than 1000 sPecies in the

furginae subfamily occur throughout

the world, but only eight species are

known from the Australian region The

western flat is the only species to occur in

the temperate south-west. Most

butterflies have extremely restricted diets

in their caterpillar stage, and will only

feed on particular plant species. The food
plant of the western flat was previously

unknown, and discovering its identity

was the key to finding the early stages.
The buiterflies are on the wing only

between October and December' Like

many butterflies, they have a one-year

life cycle, with the egg, caterpillar and
pupal stages taking around 11 months to

complete; only the one remaining montl

of their l i fe is spent as a butterfly
Butterflies spend mosl of their time

seeking out mates and feeding at nectar-
producing flowers; females have the

additional task of finding suitable plants

on which to lay their eggs. Like most

butterflies, the eggs, caterpillars and
pupae are well camouflaged and trying to

find them, without knowing which

species of plant to look on, is a near-

impossible task.
Many people had PreviouslY

speculated on the likely food plant of the

western flat. Because some related

African and Indian species of flats, and

the Australian pied flat, fed on species of
yams (Dioscorea spp.), the native yam

was thought to be a probable candidate-

especially as it occurred in the same

habitats as the flat. Many years ago, the

rclti,re Hibbertia had also been suggested,

although no-one seemed to know why!
ln early December 1999, we began

searching areas around Albany where

the butterfly was known to occur ln

reasonable numbers. A large population

at Bakers Junction Nature Reserve gave

us a wonderful opportunity to closely

study their ecology and behaviour

I Aboue left: A perched westem flat
I butterfly, showing the underside
I pattem of the wings.
Photo - Andrew Atkins

I ,€fi. Department of Conservation and
I Land Management researcher Andrew
I wil l iams searchinA for the elusive
westem flat butterfly.
Photo - Eleanor williams
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The rrr, lsterJ' surrounding the
bulterf. ly s lar"',al lbod plant lrad at last
been solved-and lhis r-rnlocked the
door-b discover-ing tlre details oi its l i te
nlsrory.

T? t t , t t l t? i l  i s  ; ,  gcnus  r i  p lanrs  in

lhe  i rmr ly  Tre t r ' i t r J race te .  r lh ich  is
restricted to tenlperate solltherr' l
Australia. Pleviousll ' , no s;recies ftom
tl.re family had been recorded as a food
plant for an Austlalian butterfl l ' .

Follou,ing the for.rd plant's discovert'.
further eggs were located, and these
n,ere tlansfert.ed to polted Tet]'tJtlrccLr
plants, located at \{anneroo, for
oDsen)auon.

INSTARS
All butterfl ies start l i fe as eggs.

which hatch into tinl,caterpil lals. Most
caterpil lars feed on leaves or f lo\\,ers. As

I tor. l hc western flat h;rs heen seen

I visit ing the flowers ol Pimelea.
I  l 'hoto I lJr i r  l -n i :hmrn

lCentre left: Apuptt remov(d frorn its
I shelter.
I phnrn lt"tt \\ i t l i".t

I lr,t. \\estern l-lJls \vere re((ntly found

I hreeding trn tlte hhck-eyerl susrn
I l lbtrdlhen hirsut,t ) at l,esmurJic.
I 'hoto J i r i  Lochman
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PO|SON lN PARADISE: CANETOADS HOPWEST
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Cane toads are poisonous, prolific
breeders cnd are getting closer to the
WA border. Hop to page 10.

Discouer some of the prehistoric
megafauna that once rcamed the State
in 'Walking with WA giants' on page 23.

Lichens decorate Lake Mui, near
Manjimup, with varying colours and
shapes. Tum to page 43 to leam more
about these fascinating life forns.

Once thought to be extinct, Cilbefi s
potoroo has ouercome mong obstacles,
What is being done to improae its
chances of surubal! See page 28.

The tuart once twified the coastal strip
north cnd south of Perth. Wlry should we
cherish this majestic tree? See page 16.

CHERISH THE TUARTS
ROBERI POWETT AND BRONWEN KEIGHERY.............,..,..,..,..,.I6

WALKING WITH WA GIANTS
JOHN

GILBERT'S
IONY FRIEND

POTOROO-EIGHT YEARS ON

BOTANIC GUARDIAN
NEVILLE I\4ARCHANT

LICHENS-THE POOR LITTLE PEASANTS OF
TAKE MUIR NATURE RESERVE
RAY CMNFIELDAND RTCHARD R08tN50N.... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .43

IN SEARCH OF THE WESTERN FIAT
ANDREW WtLLtAtvl5 AND MATTHEW WtLLtAt\4S................,........,[3

ENDANGERED
WEsTERN GROUND PARROT

URBAN ANTICS
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Royal hakea rises aboue the surrounding
heath, straight and column-like. When
sunlit from aboae or below its unusuol
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as the Chinese lantem bush. Among the birds
that obtain nectar from its llouers (hidden at
the base of the leaues) is the westem spinebill.
Royal hakea grows almost exclusiuel! in
Fitzgerald Riuer National Park, an area that

larye uariegated leaaes appear to gtou $
like lantems, so the shrub is also knoum

uas reserued on the recommendation of
Gouemment Botankt Charles Gardner
(see 'Botanic Guardian' on page 36)-

Couer illustration bg Philiwa Nikulinsk!




