
tlestern Wildlife Yal7, No. 2

FAUNA

A SMART LITTLE WASP
Geof Prince

l .  Phoenocorpq persimilis /oylng an egg in o Drosoph lq
lorva. The thin ovipositar is guided by fhe tip aflhe ovipositar
sneorn.

2. A Drosophilq melonogosler pupal case conlaining o P.
persimilis reqdy lo hotch. The wasp uses its lope iaws to bite
its \,,,Oy oul at lhe pupo.

two millimetres long. The adults
typically lay their eggs in rotting
fruit and vegetables, in which the
maggotJike larvae burrow and eat.
Generally the larvae climb clear of
the rotting material to pupate. ln
favourable conditions, for example
in laboratory culture, the entire life
cycle from egg laying to eclosion
(the adult fly hatching out of the
pupal case) takes less than two
weeks.

P. persimilis belongs to the
family Braconidae, whose members
all parasitise other insects. The adult
is more lightly built than its host,
and is uniformly brown/black. The
female is attracted to the same
fementing vegetable matter which
the flies breed in, and as it walks
overthe surface it feels forvibrations
ftomthe Drosophlla larvae feeding
undemeath. When it detects one,
the wasp probes the substrate with
its long, flexible brown ovipositor,
guiding it through the tip of the
ovipositor sheath, until it "hits" the
larva. Generally the larva responds
violently, but before it can burrow
away the wasp injects an
immobilising chemical and the larva
goes l imp.  The wasp lays a
transparent banana-shaped egg, and
in about a minute the larva "wakes

DARASITES are not  genera l ly
l- considered a suitable topic for
polite conversation. When asked,
most people would probably think
ofthe tapeworm, several species of
which can live in humans. They
attach themselves to the wall ofthe
small intestine, and like many
parasites have no obvious sensory
or locomotory organs, and in fact
have no mouth or intestinal tract;
they absorb nutr ients through thei r
surface by ditarsion, and their bodies
are adapted for little else than using
this nourishment to make gametes.
The tapeworm embryos develop in
an intermediate host, such as a cow
or sheep, and they are totally
dependent on the infected (raw or
undercooked) meat or other organs
being eaten by a human to complete
their life cycle.

But it is not universal that
parasitic animals will always show
regressive anatomy, physiology and
behaviour. Ants, bees and wasps
(order Hymenoptera) are possibly
the most highly developed of all
insects, with many species showing
sophisticated navigation, learning
and memory, and social behaviour.
Many wasps are parasitoids, that rs
they have parasitic larral stages,
bur  mre ro rhei r  lami ly  t ree and in

contrast to many other parasites,
they use a variety of complex
behaviours to find their hosts and
sophist icated physio logy to
complete their life cycles. One
Australian exampl e is P haeno carp a
(sometimes known as Asobara)
persimilis, whose hosts are the
famous Drosophlla, commonly
called vinegar flies.

This commonname derives from
the fly's attraction to fermenting
fiuit, including wine, which may be
contaminatedbybacteriaon the fly's
body and hence tum to vinegar. But
the fly's fame, amongst scientists at
least, is because of its ubiquitous
use as a subject in the study of
genetics, and more recently many
other areas ofbiology aswell. There
can be few universities in the world
which do not have a selection of
Drosophila melanogas ter ctrlt'.tes
in a lab somewhere, and there may
be more scientific papers published
on this one species than any other.

Although most of the hundreds
of Drosophila species have a limited
distribution (roughly half of them
are found only on the Hawiian
lslands), a few have spread around
the world with human urbanisation,
so we call these cosmopolitan
species. They are stout insects about
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