enda

s AT

TR

Vesk’s plant-louse

Vesk's plant-louse (Acizzia
veski), described in 2009 by Gary
Taylor and myself, is an attractive
bright orange with distinctive
chocolate-brown markings. The
delicate and species-unique
patterns present on the adult
wings and body of plant-lice
somewhat compensates for their
unflattering name, which probably
stems from the nymphs looking
like lice to the untrained eye, and
from their very small size; Vesk’s
plant-louse is relatively large at
3.5 millimetres.

All plant-lice are herbivorous,
feeding on the sap of their plant
hosts, which in the case of Vesk’s
plant-louse is only one population
of a conservation-listed
plant—Acacia veronica (‘priority
3'). This small strappy-leaved
tree (pictured in the centre of the
photo above) is endemic to Stirling
Range National Park, in the state’s
south-west. Despite there being a
number of populations scattered

‘

throughout the national park,
Vesk’s plant-louse has been found
on only one of these populations.
This is surprising, as Vesk’s
plant-louse has wings and should
be capable of flying to other A.
veronica populations. However,
these insects are small and may
not be able to locate their host
plant easily, especially given the
diversity of plants in the Stirling
Ranges, which is estimated at
more than 1,500 species, and the
gully habitats that A. veronica is
usually found in.

The National Climate
Change Adaptation Research
Facility (NCCARF) is funding the
translocation of some Vesk’s
plant-louse individuals to other A.
veronica populations to safeguard
the tiny insect from extinction,
should anything happen to the one
population on which it is currently
found. Further research into the
specific climatic conditions required
by A. veronica should also help to
determine what will happen to this
plant and its dependent insects with
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predictions of future climate change.
Vesk’s plant-louse’s reliance
on only one population of a
conservation-listed plant has led
to it being recorded as ‘vulnerable’
in the February 2012 threatened
species list; one of the few insect
species to be listed, and the first
to be defined as threatened by
the process of co-extinction. The
conservation list contains few
plant-dwelling insects. This is not
because there are fewer rare bugs
than other animals, but because
Western Australia has such a
diverse insect fauna that new
species are still being uncovered,
even in more heavily populated
regions such as the south-west.
In addition, there are very few
taxonomists and ecologists
Australia-wide who study tiny
insects like plant-lice. Therefore
it is no wonder that such a
specialised feeder as Vesk's
plant-louse has gone unrecorded
until recently.
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