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“Flutterbys & Family”

Whilst you are sitting quietly in the splendour of God’s Creation one late afternoon, an insect comes flitting by and settles on a flower so close to you, you can touch it.  You admire its perfect shape and extreme beauty, its delicate features. You can see six legs and two antennae coming from on its narrow body, and it has four wide, sweeping, wings with beautifully coloured accents. You carefully touch a wing, a little bit of powder comes off on your finger. Is this beautiful creation a butterfly or perhaps is it a moth? How do you tell the difference?
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Butterflies and moths have a lot in common. They're both part of the scientific order Lepidoptera, meaning “scale winged”. The name comes from those powdery scales that come off when they're touched. But butterflies and moths have more similarities than just their dusty wings.  Both insects start their lives as hungry caterpillars before transforming themselves completely into their flying adult forms.  As adults, both eat nectar from flowers, and they supplement their diet with other liquids, like mineral-filled standing water and the juice from rotting fruit, sucking up this bounty with their long coiled proboscis (an elongated sucking mouthpart that is typically tubular and flexible.)
For the most part, moths are nocturnal. They fly and feed at night. Butterflies, on the other hand, are diurnal, or active during the day. So the winged insect you see feeding from a flower in the middle of a spring afternoon is most likely a butterfly. If you watch a large-winged, flitting insect make its way toward a candle at night, it's probably a moth.
The most obvious difference is in the feelers, or antennae. Most butterflies have thin slender filamentous antennae which are club-shaped at the end. Moths, on the other hand, often have unclubbed comb-like or feathery antennae. 
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Butterflies and moths also tend to hold their wings differently when they rest. You'll often see moths with their wings draped down their backs or spread out to the side. Unless butterflies are warming themselves in the sun, they typically hold their wings upright and folded together, perpendicular to their backs.  Butterflies are typically larger and have more colourful patterns on their wings. Moths are typically smaller with drab-coloured wings, although this is not always the case.
Butterflies and moths also pupate, (or become adults) differently. Both go through their metamorphosis in a chrysalis, or protective shell.  Moths, however, often spin a silk cocoon around their chrysalis, sometimes camouflaging it with leaves or debris.  Most butterflies pupate as a naked chrysalis. Many moths spin silken cocoons to pupate.
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Strange and creepy?

If you’ve found a strange caterpillar munching your plants and you want to know what it will become, send a photo of your find to Hermann Staude, Lepidopterist Society’s Caterpillar Rearing Group  Project Leader ( hermann@busmark.co.za ).  Perhaps you would also like to become a Citizen Scientist in this field? – contact the Lepidopterists’ Society - www.lepsoc.org.za .
The Caterpillar Rearing Group (CRG) is a project of the Lepidopterists’ Society of Africa (LepSoc). It combines the efforts of both expert lepidopterists and citizen scientists to discover the life histories of all Lepidoptera (moths and butterflies) occurring in Africa. This project is especially important for discovering previously unknown lepidopteran life histories.

The world of Lepidoptera does not only consist of the flying adult moths and butterflies that we see on a daily basis. These flying wonders have gone through the magical process of metamorphosis, having transformed from crawling, hungry caterpillars to the flying adult moths or butterflies we know so well. The secret lives of caterpillars may well be more fascinating than the adults they transform into. Tens of thousands of moth species and about 4 000 butterfly species occur in Africa. No one person could ever achieve to determine the caterpillar – adult – host-plant associations for all these species. A few of these associations have been uncovered but the amount still to be discovered is staggering. This is what inspired LepSoc to create the Caterpillar Rearing Group.
Even our Butterflies &Moths are in trouble .... !
The Southern African region of South Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland has about 671 butterfly species, comprising about 17% of the total number of species for the entire African continent.  About half of these are endemic to the region.  Of the 671 species, 53 are threatened with extinction in the near future, and three species are already extinct. The main threat to our butterflies is habitat destruction in the form of urbanization, invasive alien vegetation, and agriculture. The Southern African Butterfly Conservation Assessment (SABCA) is a four-year project aimed at determining the distribution and conservation priorities of all butterfly species in the Southern African region, especially those threatened by extinction. The project owes its success thus far to all its partners, sponsors, participating institutions and citizen scientists

To find out more about SABCA, and becoming involved with the conservation of our delicate and beautiful butterflies and moths, visit http://sabca.adu.org.za.
A little local gem...
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The Common garden Acrea (Acraea horta) is a common and well-known butterfly in the Gauteng area.  These are the little, soft- orange, black spotted ones that are flitting from flower to flower and settling on the lawn to rest every now and then. The Garden acraea is one of the most common butterflies but is found in woodlands and gardens throughout the moister regions of South Africa.
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The male butterfly is more dark orange and the female paler in colouring. The female will lay her eggs in clusters of about 50 eggs on the underside of the host plant that the caterpillars like to eat. The amazing thing about these little butterflies is that they only eat two known plant species. The first is the indigenous Wild peach tree, or Kiggelaria africana. And the second plant they eat is the Passiflora family (passionfruit) of plants (passionfruits)  The spiky caterpillar, with its blanket of armor and bright warning colours, absorb substances from their host plants which make them distasteful (and even poisonous) to most animals.  The cuckoos are the exception here, as the relish both the caterpillars and the adult butterflies.   The young caterpillars often fall prey to parasitic wasps, which help to keep their numbers in check as 
What can we do to help in the protection and of these beautiful creatures of God’s Creation?

Grow a butterfly garden!

Attracting butterflies to your garden can be quite a conundrum at times with us wanting the beautiful butterflies to grace our gardens but not their caterpillars which are the larval stage of butterflies. Caterpillars feed on their specific host plants, whilst causing some damage to the plant it is not enough to harm them permanently with the host plant recovering in no time at all. When trying to encourage butterflies to your garden it is best to refrain from using insecticides as this will kill either the adult butterflies or the juvenile caterpillars. The caterpillars will also attract birds to your garden which love eating the caterpillars thus helping you control their population. When planting for butterflies it is best to choose a sunny spot in the garden to fill up with brightly coloured blooms. Where possible, try and plant indigenous plants as they will act as host plant for certain butterfly species. There are plenty of options aside from the ten plants we have highlighted with any flowering plant with bright blooms being ideal.

For more information and advice on growing a butterfly garden – contact Random Harvest Nurseries – www.rhn.co.za 

Some fascinating facts about butterflies and moths from around the world.
· There are many more species of moths than butterflies. Butterflies and skippers (hooked-shaped antennae) make up 6 to 11 percent of Lepidoptera order, while moths make up 89-94 percent of the Lepidoptera order.

· It is not true that if you touch a butterfly’s wing and the ‘powder’ rubs off that the butterfly will not be able to fly. The powder is actually tiny scales and a butterfly sheds these ‘scales’ throughout its lifetime.

· Butterflies and moths are holometabolous meaning that they undergo a complete metamorphosis from egg to caterpillar and from chrysalis to adult.

· The largest known butterflies in the world are the birdwings. The Queen Alexandra Birdwing (Ornithoptera alexandrae) from the rain forests of Papua New Guinea has a wingspan of 28cm. It is the most rare of all butterflies. The Goliath birdwing (Ornithoptera goliath), also from the rain forests of Papua New Guinea, is also one of the largest butterflies with an average wingspan of 28cm.

· The smallest known butterflies are the blues (Lycaenidae), which are found in North American and Africa. They have wingspans from 1-1.5cm.  Western Pygmy Blue is the smallest. 

· The most common butterfly is the Cabbage White found in Europe, North America, Africa, Asia, Australia, New Zealand, Bermuda, and Hawaii.

· The largest known moths are the Atlas moths (Saturniidae) with wingspans as large as 30-34cm

· The smallest known moths are from the pygmy moth family (Nepticulidae) with wingspans as small as .2cm. 
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