Life history notes on the Wide-brand Grass-dart, Suniana sunias rectivitta (C.Felder,
1860) Lepidoptera: Hesperiidae - Wesley Jenkinson
This small butterfly previously known as the Orange Dart occurs along much of the wetter coastal regions of
Queensland into New South Wales. I have found the adults can be very numerous during the late wet season
along grassy rainforest margins in North Queensland. The adults occasionally visit my garden in Beaudesert in
Southeast Queensland after substantial rain during the summer and autumn months.
I think of the adults as being a ‘cheerful’ species, with the orange upperside markings being brighter in
comparison with other species of grass-darts in the two genera Taractrocera and Ocybadistes. The orange
upperside markings are much more extensive than the related Dark Grass-dart (Suniana lascivia lascivia) and it
is marginally larger than the Greenish Grass-dart (Ocybadistes walkeri), the male of which also has a ‘wide’ sex
brand. Within Queensland, individual specimens vary minimally in the extent and intensity of the orange
markings.
Wingspans for the pictured adult specimens are males 19mm and females 21mm.

Suniana sunias rectivitta (Wide-brand Grass-dart)
Images right to left: male, female, male underside, female underside

Adults have the typical erratic rapid ‘skipper’ flight and frequently settle on grass or low-lying vegetation to
bask in sunshine. The males are very territorial and are often observed in pairs flying approximately 100-150mm
apart engaged in swift chases, often returning to settle on the same perches. (Similarly observed by P.Valentine
1988; M.Parsons 1991).
The adults of both sexes are readily attracted to a wide range of small flowers.
I observed a female fluttering slowly amongst a known host grass Green Panic (Megathyrus maximus) in my
backyard. She then settled on the upperside of a leaf and curled the abdomen onto the underside of the leaf and
laid a single egg. After flying short distances, the process was repeated again on other leaves. The wings remain
closed while ovipositing. Several eggs were collected and raised to adults.
The eggs are dome shaped, approximately 0.6 mm wide x 0.8mm high,
smooth and cream when laid. After two days they developed a pinkish-red
lateral band and apical spot similar to O. walkeri.
In captivity during January, the larvae hatched between 6.00 am and 7.00 am
and consumed the eggshells shortly afterwards. A first instar larva created a
shelter about 20mm long towards the apex of the host leaf. A small cut was
made approximately one quarter of the way across the leaf. The section
towards the leaf apex was then curled over and stitched with silk to create the shelter. The shelter was later lined
with silk. The larvae fed at dusk and chewed from the outer edge of the leaf stopping at the midrib, allowing the
shelter to hang. (Feeding habit similarly described by M. Braby 2000.) The larger instar larvae stitched two
adjacent leaves together to create their shelter. Several shelters were created throughout the larval duration.
All of the larvae completed five instars and attained an approximate length of 26mm.
Freshly laid egg (left) and a 4 day
old egg (right)

1st instar larva

5th instar larva - NB The fifth instar larva pictured has two (only one visible in
image) creamish yellow oval shaped gonads on the dorsal side indicating it is a male.

The final shelters were stitched closed with a small opening remaining at the anterior end (the adult emergence
hole).

Pupal shelter

Pupa lateral view with discarded head capsule

Pupa ventral view also showing head capsule

The pupae measuring 16mm in length were located in the final shelter and were covered in a white waxy
powder. (Similarly described by M. Braby 2000.)
Eggs laid on 2nd January 2009 hatched in 6 days, the larval duration 32 days and pupal duration 10 days, with
adults emerging in February, 48 days since oviposition.
Within the new boundary of the Scenic Rim Regional Shire south of Brisbane, I have records of the adults from
December to April, however they are possibly present during spring in the wetter locations of this region.
So next time you are in the garden, spend some time looking for this fine species as it may be present!
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