
 

 

DECEMBER 2011 



WESTERN AUSTRALIAN INSECT STUDY SOCIETY INC. 
 
 
 

COMMITTEE OF MANAGEMENT 2011 - 2012 
 

President: Peter Langlands (0438 940 386, peter.langlands@grs.uwa.edu.au) 
 
Secretary: Brian Heterick (w/hrs 9266 3598, B.Heterick@Curtin.edu.au). 
 
Treasurer: Norm Pinsky a/hrs (9523 1060) 
 
Councillors:  Eric McCrum (9295 3344) 

 
Peter Ray (9298 8145) 

 
Jonica Foss (92719601) 

 
Suzie Travers (0419 919 637, suzey_travers@hotmail.com) 

 
 
Membership: All enquiries regarding membership and any subscriptions should be 
forwarded to the Secretary (Brian Heterick, w/hrs 9266 3598, 
B.Heterick@Curtin.edu.au). 
 
Newsletter: All contributions and enquiries should be directed to the acting editor, 
Terry Houston (w/hrs 9212 3742, Terry.Houston@museum.wa.gov.au) 
 
Web-site: http://www.insectsocietywa.org.au  
 

*************************************************************************** 
 

Contributions to the Newsletter by members are welcome 
Tell us about your entomological activities, observations, or concerns 

 
*************************************************************************** 

 
The Society gratefully acknowledges the support 

of the Western Australian Museum 
 
 
 
 
 
Cover illustration: a blowfly, probably a Microtropesa species (Tachinidae: 
Tachininae) photographed in Kensington (Perth) in July by Dan Schoknecht. Tachinid 
flies are parasitoids of other insects. Superficially similar orange-faced flies occur in 
some other genera of Tachinidae and Calliphoridae.  
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Coming Events 
 

NEXT MEETING  
Wednesday 14 December 2011 

commencing 7.30 pm  

Kings Park Administration Centre 

 

Main feature: 

 

Members’ Night 

An invitation is extended to all members to 

contribute to the evening’s entertainment - show 

images or specimens or tell a story. It is a case 

of first come, first served, so register your 

intention to make a presentation with our 

President, Peter Langlands (telephone 0438 940 

386 or e-mail peter.langlands@grs.uwa.edu.au 

prior to the meeting). Presentations shouldn’t 

exceed ten minutes and no more than ten images 

per person should be screened. 

 

Member-in-focus: 

This will be the first in the series (replacing 

Insect-in-focus) where members outline their 

interests in insects and how they came to them.  

 

_____________________________________ 

Report on the October 

Meeting 
 

Main feature: 

 

Mining and Biodiversity: Are They 

Compatible? 

 

Presenter: Prof. Jonathan Majer from Curtin 

University’s Institute for Biodiversity and 

Climate.  

 

WA is ‘the mining state of Australia.’ The 

result of this mining activity is good for the 

economy but is it at the expense of our 

biodiversity? Two types of mining occur in the 

State: (1) the huge holes in the ground as we 

see in iron ore mining at Mt Whaleback where 

rehabilitation is not an option and (2) the ‘pod’ 

type of mining such as mining for bauxite in 

the Jarrah forest (in this second type, relatively 

small areas are mined, then rehabilitated after 

the mining has moved on). 

 

 
 

Huge pits like this one at Mt Whaleback can never be 

rehabilitated. 

 

 
 

Bauxite mined areas can be rehabilited, at least to a 

certain extent. 

 

Examples of mining are bauxite in the Darling 

Ranges, gold and nickel in the goldfields and 

the Murchison, iron in the Pilbara, diamonds 

in the Kimberley and oil and gas offshore (e.g. 

at Barrow Island which involves a workforce 

of 3,000 persons).  

 

Professor Majer and his group devised a 

method of quantifying the impact of mining 

(and other activities) by measuring the 

reduction in biodiversity and multiplying this 

by the extent of the disturbance. This method 

is known as the Biodiversity Integrity Index 

(BII). Imagine a rectangular state with four 

counties. The biodiversity integrity of county 1 

was considered to be in a pristine state so was 

given a biodiversity value of 1. The area of the 

county was 100 so the BII was 1 x 100 = 100. 
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In county 2, mining was undertaken in 10% of 

the county then half was rehabilitated. So the 

BII is calculated as 90% x 1 + (10% x 0.5) = 

95. 

 

County 4 was totally cleared for farming and 

only one third of the original species survived, 

so the value is 100% x 0.33 = 33. 

 

In the first application of the BII, the index 

was calculated for areas defined in John 

Beard’s vegetation mapping and Beard’s 

botanical districts corresponded to the 

‘counties.’ Jonathan’s team worked out the 

number of mines in each district and the 

requirements of major towns in regards to their 

population was established. The area of the 

town divided by the number of people 

provided their ‘footprint’. This worked out to 1 

hectare/person (for supermarket, school, roads, 

etc.) and this was proportioned to the botanical 

area. Also factored in were the areas under 

roads, cleared for agriculture, used for 

rangeland grazing and areas uncleared. 

 

Two groups of animals were used as ‘response 

variables’. These were ants and reptiles. In a 

table using ants as the response variable, the 

‘proportion of species richness’ within ‘urban’, 

‘transport’ (bitumen), ‘mining’, ‘clearing,’ and 

‘rangeland grazing’ was listed and the ‘change 

in community composition’ in each of the 

categories was listed. 

 

Response variables (ants) 

Land use Proportion of 

species 

richness 

Change in 

community 

composition 

Urban 0.51 0.20 

Transport 0.00 0.00 

Mining 0.43 0.38 

Clearing 0.41 0.32 

Rangeland 1.00 (1.30) 0.71 

 

This showed where biodiversity had been lost, 

which was in the north and central wheatbelt, 

the hinterland of Esperance, the southern 

Kimberley and the coast north of Perth. 

 

The exercise was repeated on a shire basis in 

the Avon catchment where the greatest loss of 

biodiversity was in Tammin and Cunderdin. 

 

The relative impact of land use from ‘most 

impact’ to ‘least impact’ was clearing, 

rangeland grazing, urbanization, roads and 

last, mining. One reason for this is the 

restoration after mining but, of course, not 

everything can be replaced. 

 

Jonathan’s groups looked at an area surveyed 

since 1975 and which has 19 year old 

revegetation. The complement of ant fauna 

was nowhere near complete restoration. There 

are few, if any, examples of full recovery of 

diversity following rehabilitation. 

 

Seismic lines change the biota quite 

dramatically. Also, haul roads fragment the 

habitat by acting as barriers. They lock up 

areas and the total area of haul roads can be 

greater than the area of a mine. 

 

 
 

Haul roads can affect larger areas than mines 

themselves. 

 

 Many areas have mines very close together 

and mines in such areas target minerals in or 

beneath particular geological features (e.g. 

iron in the Pilbara and banded ironstone 

formations in the Murchison, gold and 

precious metals in the Goldfields, bauxite in 

the Jarrah Forest and rare earths on the Swan 

Coastal Plain). It is in these regions that the 

greatest threat to biodiversity exists. 

  

The Ravensthorpe Ranges have fantastic 

biodiversity but there is reluctance by 
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government to gazette that area as a nature 

reserve because it is rich in minerals. 

 

These minerals have taken many, many years 

to form, and we are getting them out quickly, 

‘mining the future’. Mining is bringing about 

changes in the environment which may remain 

for all time. Do we want to drive excessively 

large, over-powered vehicles and to live in 

‘MacMansions’ or do we want a green future 

with associated biodiversity? How much 

change is society prepared to accept? 

 

Jonathan’s account was quite gripping and 

chilling. Questions asked from the audience 

related to the interest of China in our State, 

mine closure plans and the fact that soil 

nutrients and climate are not on the side of the 

environment. 

 
[To see the extent of mining in WA, check for the map 

of Major Resource Projects - March 2011 online at 

http://www.dsd.wa.gov.au/documents/Major_Resource_

Map.pdf] 

Margaret Owen [with input from the Editor] 

ooOoo 

 

Insect-in-focus 

 

Sandgrinder Cicada 

 

Eric McCrum presented an introduction to a 

vociferous Western Australian, the 

sandgrinder cicada, Arenopsaltria fullo. This 

species is one of four in the genus 

Arenopsaltria. Three (A. fullo, A. unicolor and 

A. pygmaea) are known only from WA while 

the fourth (A. nubivena) is known only from 

South Australia and Victoria. The sandgrinders 

take their name from their loud, continuous 

and somewhat harsh songs which are much 

like the sound produced by a sand grinder 

machine. The song of A. fullo can be heard in 

the bushlands around Perth during the heat of 

summer. This species is recorded from west 

coastal areas from Kalbarri to Margaret River.  

 

Both sexes of A. fullo are much alike with a 

body length of about 23 mm, fore wings about 

27 mm long, and a wing span of 60 mm or so. 

The body may be brown or black and has a 

prominent white band across the middle of the 

abdomen. The forewings have conspicuous, 

blackish, zigzag markings as well as marginal 

spots. 

 

 
 

Sandgrinder cicada, Arenopsaltria fullo.  

Photo: Eric McCrum 

 

As in all cicadas, the nymphs feed 

underground on the sap of roots of native 

shrubs and trees. They emerge from October 

onwards to climb stems, ready for emergence 

of the adults. The shed nymphal skins can 

remain attached to the stems for some time. 

Males sing in full sunshine on the trunks of 

trees [usually Banksia - Ed.] until as late as 

March. 

 

 
 

Shed nymphal skin (exuvia) of cicada.  

Photo: Eric McCrum 
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Eric mentioned some other cicadas that have a 

band around the abdomen. The Red Bandit, 

Cicadetta melete, has much the same 

geographic range as A. fullo but it is a much 

narrower cicada and its abdominal band is 

orange.  

 

 
 

The Red Bandit, Cicadetta melete.  

Photo: Eric McCrum. 

 

The Northern Double Drummer, Thopha 

sessiliba has a white abdominal band but is 

much larger than A. fullo (wing span ca. 110 

mm), lacks dark markings in the forewings and 

is found in northern Australia but not in south-

western Australia. 

 

 
 

Northern  Double Drummer, Thopha sessiliba.  

Photo: Eric McCrum 

_____________________________________________ 

 

News, Notes & 

Announcements 
 

New member 

The Society welcomes - 

Maureen Hanlon (East Victoria Park; 

butterfly ecology, photography) 

 

Annual General 

Meeting 
 

Election of office bearers 

All positions fell vacant for the AGM. The 

following people were returned to office: Peter 

Langlands (President), Brian Heterick 

(Secretary), Norm Pinsky (Treasurer), Eric 

McCrum, Peter Ray and Julia Taylor 

(councillors).  

 

David Knowles did not renominate for the 

committee and, at the conclusion of the AGM, 

no nomination had been received to fill that 

vacancy. Subsequently, however, two 

members, Jonica Foss and Suzey Travers, 

generously offered to serve on Committee. At 

the November committee meeting, Julia 

Taylor (who has served on committee for two 

years) opted to resign and Jonica and Suzey 

were formally coopted to fill the (then) two 

vacant committee positions. The new 

management committee extends it thanks to 

Julia (who acted as minutes secretary) and 

David Knowles for their years of service. 

 

Bug-Eye 
(Observations of insects in the field.  

Members’ contributions welcomed) 

 

Hoverfly migration - Jan Taylor 

On 2 November, the first hot day this spring, I 

noticed a large number of hoverflies flying 

through the garden during the morning. They 

were nearly all heading in the same direction 

(east) without stopping. I could count at least 

ten at any one moment passing between the 

house and a dark tree at the end of the garden. 

I calculated that this equated to a rate of 

something like 36,000 per hour. They 

continued to stream through for several hours, 

but by mid afternoon they were no longer 

obviously flying in any particular direction. I 

have previously noticed large numbers of 

hoverflies on hot days in November, but not a 

migration like this. 
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A hover fly, probably Melangyna sp. (Syrphidae). 

Photo: Jan Taylor 

 

Hoverfly larvae feed mainly on aphids and the 

populations build up as the growing season 

progresses. But, when things dry out in 

October-November, the aphid population 

crashes, leaving the hoverflies with an 

insufficient food reserve. This probably leads 

to them migrating to seek areas where plants 

are still growing and harbouring aphids. 

  

It reminded me of another major hoverfly 

migration I witnessed many years ago on the 

Dorset coast in England. Dr. C. B. Williams, 

who was writing a book on insect migration at 

the time, thought they had probably flown over 

the English Channel from France. 

 

[Editor’s note: On the same day, I made a trip 

to Yanchep and thousands of hoverflies 

splattered on my car’s windscreen. I spent the 

day digging in the bush and hundreds of 

hoverflies landed on the heaps of damp sand I 

turned out. The flies were obviously desperate 

for moisture. The following week in the same 

area, there were none to be seen]. 

 

Orange-faced blowfly - Terry Houston 

Colourful blowflies like the one depicted on 

the cover of this issue of the Newsletter often 

attract attention and sometimes become the 

subject of enquiries at the WA Museum. Dan 

Schoknecht, who captured the cover image, 

sent in two images of the fly for identification. 

His whole-insect image is reproduced here to 

complement the cover shot. 

 
 

A full body image of the fly featured on the cover of 

this issue. Photo: Dan Schoknecht. 

 

I recalled receiving a striking image from 

Robert Powell several years ago showing a 

pair of colourful flies which I was unable to 

identify at the time. Fortunately, I had kept a 

copy and was able to communicate the name 

to Robert, now living in England. 

 

 
 

A pair of Microtropesa flies (possibly the same species 

as photographed by Dan Schoknecht) encountered and 

photographed on one of the peaks in the Stirling Ranges 

by Robert Powell. 

 

The will of the wasp - Terry Houston 

Are insects just biological machines governed 

by instinct, or are they self-aware creatures 

able to make decisions? Watching ‘parasitic’ 

wasps on occasions has caused me to lean 

strongly towards the latter possibility. In 

particular, I have been impressed with the 

behaviour of those slender-bodied wasps in the 
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family Gasteruptiidae. Females of 

Gasteruption are commonly found hovering 

persistently about dead tree trunks or fallen 

logs and branches or wooden posts or beams 

around buildings. They are notable for the 

impressively long, needle-like appendage 

(ovipositor) extending from the tip of the 

abdomen. The females investigate borer holes 

looking for nests of solitary bees or wasps in 

which to deposit their eggs. While remaining 

outside the hole, a female inserts its long 

ovipositor into the host nest and lays one or 

more eggs.  The wasps are parasitoids rather 

than parasites because their larvae cause the 

death of the hosts. They consume their host’s 

food stores and/or the host larvae and pupae.  

 

There are other gasteruptiids (Hyptiogaster 

and Crassifoenus) that specialize in ground-

nesting bees and wasps and they can often be 

found cruising over the ground surface, 

stopping occasionally to inspect holes. These 

ground-frequenters lack the long ovipositors of 

their wood-frequenting relatives - and for good 

reason. The host’s brood cells are located at 

the lower end of the shafts (which may be 

quite deep) and the wasps must crawl down 

the shafts to oviposit. Being so elongate, they 

are unable to reverse in the shafts and must 

travel backwards in order to achieve their 

purpose. Consequently, a long, needle-like 

appendage would be an encumbrance.  

 

There is a further problem for the wasp. By 

entering the host’s shaft it could run the risk of 

encountering the occupant and being attacked. 

My observations suggest these wasps have 

evolved a cautious method of approach to 

avoid such encounters. In August, I was 

working on a nature reserve east of Perenjori 

and noticed some large solitary bees 

(Ctenocolletes species) returning pollen-laden 

to nest burrows at the edge of a dirt road. I had 

just seen one of these females enter her burrow 

when along came a large gasteruptiid (a 

species of Crassifoenus). She flew only about 

a centimeter above the ground surface and 

meandered about, hesitating briefly to check 

indentations and holes. Eventually, she came 

upon the entrance to the nest where the bee 

had gone in and she was transfixed. She 

alighted and began to enter the burrow but 

almost immediately withdrew. She rested 

motionless at one side of the entrance. After a 

minute or two, the bee occupant emerged and 

flew off, whereupon the gasteruptiid entered 

the burrow and remained within, presumably 

making her way down to the brood cell to 

deposit one or more eggs. This was the second 

time I had witnessed such behaviour. 

 

 
 

A female of a ground-frequenting gasteruptiid, 

Crassifoenus sp. Photo: Terry Houston 

 

In this case, the bee had not seemed to be 

aware of the wasp sitting by its nest. However, 

I once saw a female of another kind of native 

bee, Neopasiphae mirabilis, attack a 

Hyptiogaster that was hovering near its nest 

entrance. The bee was about to plunge into its 

nest entrance when it turned and flew at the 

wasp, striking it and bowling it onto the 

ground! It did this not just once, but twice. 

 

Ah, springtime - when a young dragonfly’s  

thoughts turn to … 

 

 
 

Mating pair of blue skimmers, Orthetrum caledonicum. 

The female (below left) lacks the powdery blue 

colouring of the male. Photo: Borge Pedersen. 


