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SHORT COMMUNICATION

The aquatic habit and host plants of Paracles klagesi (Rothschild)
(Lepidoptera, Erebidae, Arctiinae) in Brazil
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ABSTRACT. The aquatic habit and host plants of Paracles klagesi (Rothschild) (Lepidoptera, Erebidae, Arctiinae) in Brazil. The
aquatic caterpillar Paracles klagesi (Rothschild, 1910) was collected from the headwaters of a stream in an ecotone between
Cerrado and Babagu forest in northeastern Brazil. The single caterpillar found was observed feeding on the macrophyte Tonina
Sfluviatilis Aubl. (Eriocaulaceae) and other aquatic plants of the family Nymphaeaceae present in the area, but also accepted as
food Elodea canadensis Michx. (Hydrocharitaceae) and Cabomba sp. (Cabombaceae) under laboratory conditions.
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In the Neotropical region 6,000 species of Arctiinae are
recognized (Heppner 1991). Two thousand species are esti-
mated in Brazil (Brown Jr. & Freitas 1999). Among these,
Paracles laboulbeni (Bar, 1873) is well known for its aquatic
larvae, a feature recorded for the first time in Brazil by Adis
(1983). He observed them among macrophytes in different
types of lakes around Manaus, Amazonas State.

Paracles laboulbeni is widely distributed in the Neotropics
and its caterpillars feed on aquatic plants and can be found
in both lotic and lentic environments (Adis 1983). Although
the caterpillar does not have tracheal gills, it submerged in
the water and swam actively. Its gas exchange is mediated by
air-holding hairs forming a plastron on the dorsal side (Mey
& Speidel 2008).

The genus Paracles Walker, 1855 has been reported in dif-
ferent regions of Brazil (e.g. Ferro 2007, Ferro & Diniz 2007),
but there is no review of this genus in the country. Paracles
laboulbeni is the only species with aquatic caterpillar regis-
tered in Brazil (see Adis 1983). However, two additional spe-
cies known from Brazil, P. burmeisteri (Berg, 1877) and P.
azollae (Berg, 1877) (Ferro & Teston 2009), have had their
aquatic habit recorded from other countries (see Berg 1877a,b).

This study records for the first time the aquatic habit of cat-
erpillars of Paracles klagesi (Rothschild, 1910) (Erebidae,
Arctiinae, Arctiini) and its association with host plants in an eco-
tone between Cerrado (Brazilian savanna) and Maranhao Babagu
forests, a palm forest formation from northeastern Brazil.

The study site was a stream in the municipality of Timon,
state of Maranhao (05°03°03.3"S,43°01°52.2"W, 132 m.a.s.1.)
(Fig. 1a). The site is the headwaters of a stream with a light
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current, the surrounding area occupied by the palm trees Attalea
speciosa Mart. Ex Spreng (babagu) and Mauritia flexuosa
Mart. (buriti) (Arecaceae), with the streambed occupied by
macrophytes of Nymphaeaceae and Eriocaulaceae. The area
has the phytophysionomy of Cerrado, forming an ecotone with
the Babagu forests (Araujo et al. 2006).

A single caterpillar was found and after being collected,
it was maintained in an aquarium with aeration and with the
water changed daily (Fig. 1b). Twenty-five days after col-
lecting, the caterpillar started to pupate. This stage lasted for
14 days. The cocoon of the pupa was composed of hydro-
phobic hairs from the caterpillar’s body and silk, allowing it
to float on the water surface (Fig. 1c). The adult obtained
was identified as Paracles klagesi (Fig. 1d). The voucher is
deposited in the Invertebrate Collection of the Instituto
Nacional de Pesquisas da Amazonia (INPA).

The caterpillar swam between the plants with undulatory
movements. It was fed with the aquatic plants Tonina
Sfluviatilis Aubl. (Eriocaulaceae) and other macrophytes of
the family Nymphaeaceae that were common at the collect-
ing site. Due to the limited amount of plant material col-
lected in situ, it was necessary to complement the caterpillar’s
food with other plants, so at this stage, it was fed with Elo-
dea canadensis Michx. (Hydrocharitaceae) and Cabomba sp.
(Cabombaceae) (Fig. le-f).

Paracles klagesi has been previously reported in the states
of Mato Grosso, Tocantins and Rondonia (Ferro 2007), al-
though the aquatic habits of the caterpillars and their host
plants were unknown. Also, its presence in Maranhdo con-
stitutes the first record in northeastern Brazil.
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Fig. 1. Collection site (a); Paracles klagesi: caterpillar (b); pupae (c); adult (d); Tonina fluviatilis (e), Elodea canadensis (f).

Paracles klagesi has habits similar to those of P laboulbeni,
with larvae and pupae having adaptations (hydrophobic hairs)
to the aquatic environment. Since species of Paracles feed on
aquatic macrophytes these insects have been evaluated as bio-
logical control agents of weeds, including the water hyacinth
(Eichhornia Kunth, Pontederiaceae; see Cordo 1996), and
Cabomba caroliniana Gray (Cabombaceae), a native South
American plant, considered an invasive species causing envi-
ronmental damages in many countries, such as Australia,
Canada, the United States, Greece, Japan and China (Schololer
et al. 2006). Thus, information about aquatic insects and their
feeding habits may help to identify potential biological agents
to control these aquatic weeds.
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