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INSECTS

INSECTS
Though commonly called ‘ladybird,’ this insect’s name is 

more accurately ‘lady beetle’ as it belongs to the order 
Coleoptera. A ladybird’s elytra, or wing casing, may be red, 
orange, or yellow and have up to 12 black spots. Some species 
follow this colouration in reverse, are spotless, or are totally 
black. Ladybirds are very helpful to farmers and 
gardeners because most larval and adult species feed upon 
such agricultural pests as aphids, mealybugs, mites, and scale 
insects. Very few species are plant eaters.

Ladybirds undergo complete metamorphic growth. 
Females lay clusters of tiny yellow eggs on leaves. Larval 
ladybirds look like tiny lizards and are sometimes 
brightly coloured. As adults, some species are migratory. 
Others gather in the autumn to hibernate under bark or 
stones, or in tree stumps, leaf litter or human dwellings.

Christmas beetles belong to the order Coleoptera and to 
the scarab family, one of the largest beetle families. They 
commonly feed at night and are seen swarming around lights.

Christmas beetles undergo complete metamorphic 
development. Their larvae hatch from eggs that have 
been deposited in the soil of grasslands, gardens, and 
fields. In the autumn, these larvae tunnel into the ground and 

feed upon the roots of grains, grasses and vegetables. Over a 
period of two or more years, the larvae complete their 
growth, emerging from the ground as adults during 
mid-summer. Thus they are also known as Christmas 
beetles. As adults, Christmas beetles feed upon the new leaves 
of trees and shrubs, favouring some species of eucalypts.
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Butterflies belong to the second-largest insect order; 

Lepidoptera. They live throughout the world in deserts, fields, 
prairies, rainforests, woodlands and on mountaintops. Though 
butterflies are closely related to moths, most species can be 
distinguished from moths by the following: most active by day; 
knobbed antennae; slender, hairless bodies; wings held 
together over the back when resting.

Butterflies go through complete metamorphosis. 
Soon after a male and female butterfly mate, the male usually 
dies and the female lays her eggs, often on a plant that will 
serve as a food source for the caterpillars that will soon 
hatch. Caterpillars have chewing mouthparts. Over a period of 
two or more weeks, a caterpillar eats and moults until it is 

ready to pupate. Then it encloses itself in a cocoon or a hard 
shell for a period of a few days to a year or more, depending 
on the species, before emerging as an adult butterfly. 
Butterflies mainly eat nectar, sucking it up through a 
coiled tube called a proboscis. Other species feed on 
pollen or on fluids from decaying animal matter.

Butterflies form six main families in Australia: blues, whites, 
swallowtails, skippers and darters, wanderers and nymphs. 
Some species are migratory, while others hibernate. Most are 
beautifully coloured. Butterflies range in size from 1–28 cm. 
Their means of defence, both as caterpillars and as adults, 
against predatory birds and insects, include protective 
colouration, mimicry and warning colours.

Black Swallowtail Monarch

Ants belong to the order Hymenoptera, which also includes 
bees and wasps. Ants live in colonies made up of three ant 
types: queens, males and female workers. Queens are the 
largest and the only reproductive ants. They live about 10–20 
years and are born with wings. A colony may have one or 
more queens, depending on colony size, and a few males. 
Males are the second largest ants and also are born with 
wings. Their only function is to mate with young queens, and 
they die soon after. Workers make up the majority of ants in a 
colony. All are sterile, wingless females with a lifespan of a few 
months to over five years. They find food, care for young, and 
defend the nest.

Ants thrive in warm climates but are able to live in all but 
extremely cold areas. Most ant colonies live in 
underground tunnels, but others live in earthen mounds, 
inside trees, in leaf nests, or as a travelling army.

Most ant species are black, brown or rust, but some are 
blue, green, purple, or yellow in colour. Ants range in size from 
1/10–21/2 cm in length, and many are able to carry items 
weighing up to 50 times their body weight. Some ant species 
are able to defend themselves with a poisonous gland or 
stinger found at the end of their body.

Ants do not have ears, and a few species have no eyes. 
Ants sense smell, sound, taste and touch through their 
antennae and hairs on their legs. They communicate 
messages to each other in various ways, one being through 
the release of chemicals called pheromones. Ants chew and 
squeeze food for its juices and then spit out the solid remains. 
Ants share food with colony members by regurgitating. Ants 
also use their mouthparts to carry young and to defend 
against enemies.
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INSECTS
Field crickets, also known as common or black crickets, 

belong to the order Orthoptera. Though many cricket species 
have wings, their primary means of defence is jumping. If 
humans had legs proportionately as large and as powerful as 
crickets, they would be able to jump and leap about 
90–150 m.

Though crickets are known for their music, only 
the males ‘sing’. By rubbing their two front wings together, 

males create various chirps and trills in order to attract 
females. Crickets hear through ‘ears’ on the tibia of each front 
leg.

Field crickets usually make their homes in fields or along 
roads, but they do sometimes enter human dwellings. They 
grow to about 2.5 cm in length and have chewing mouthparts 
similar to humans. Crickets feed mainly on plants, though 
they are known to feed on both live and decaying insects.

INSECTS
Cockroaches belong to the order Blattodea and are related 

to crickets, grasshoppers, mantids and stick insects. 
Cockroaches are found everywhere from deserts to 
rainforests and wherever humans dwell. They eat anything 
from food, plants and dead animals to paper and soap. 
Cockroaches are resistant to many pesticides and 
adapt well to changing conditions, making them one 
of the oldest insect groups.

The German cockroach, also known as Croton bug, grows 

to about 1.3–1.5 cm in length. Female German cockroaches 
lay about 32 eggs approximately once every 25 days, carrying 
them around in egg cases until they are ready to hatch. Newly 
hatched cockroaches grow to adulthood in about three 
months. Though the German cockroach has wings, 
it cannot fly very well or very far. German 
cockroaches use their long antennae and the bristles on their 
long legs to feel, smell and find their way in the dark.
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