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OVIPOSITING OFF THE HOST PLANT BY TWO TROPICAL NYMPHALID BUTTERFLIES
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The choice for oviposition sites by an insect can be a
compromise between opposing needs; females must
select a suitable site while considering several different
factors, such as plant nutritional content, concentration
of chemical substances, presence of competitors,
predators, and optimal physical conditions, always
considering places that confer superior fitness to their
offspring (Jaenike 1978, Thompson 1988, Thompson &
Pellmyr 1991). Among all the above factors, predation
and parasitism have been considered as particularly
strong forces influencing female oviposition behavior
(Sendoya et al. 2009, Carrasco & Kaitala 2009, De-Silva
et al. 2011). To minimize the risks of predation and
parasitism, females need to find a safe place to lay their
eggs, where the contact with natural enemies is
minimized, known as “enemy-free space” (Price et al.
1980). In temperate climates, selecting oviposition sites
away from the host plant is a common strategy, not only
related to enemy avoidance, but also to prevent
oviposition on plants vulnerable to senescence (Wiklund
1984, Gompert et al. 2006). The behavior of ovipositing
away from the host plant, however, is considered rare in
tropical environments (Singer 1984, De Silva et al.
2011). In a recent paper, however,De Silva et al. (2011)
showed that the neotropical ithomiine Oleria onega
Hewitson usually oviposits away from its host plants,
showing evidence that this behavior is at least partially
related to high predation risks on the host plant. In the
present paper, the behavior of ovipositing away from the
host plant is reported for the tropical nymphalid
butterflies  Ithomia drymo Hiibner (Danainae:
Ithomiini) and Eueides aliphera Godart (Heliconiinae:
Heliconiini). Field work was carried out at the “Reserva
Municipal Biol6gica da Serra do Japi”, an area of semi-
deciduous mesophytic forest in the municipalities of
Jundiai and Cabretiva, in the state of Sdo Paulo in
Southeastern Brazil (a complete and detailed description
of the area can be found in Morellato 1992);
observations were made near the Research Station
(centered on 23°13'S 46°55'W). On April, 15, 2011, a
single I. drymo female was observed showing typical
behavior of searching for host plants, fluttering with an
irregular flight and touching the leaves of several shrubs
on the forest edge. After testing the leaves of an
Aureliana sp. (Solanaceae), one of their known host
plants in Serra do Japi, the female flew 20 cm away from

the host plant and laid an egg on a dead leaf of a nearby
non-host plant species (Fig. 1A). The female repeated
this behavior seven times, resulting in seven eggs laid on
dead leaves and twigs in the vicinity of the potential host
plant (Fig. 1A). Additional searching revealed at least
three additional eggs on neighboring dead vegetation, as
well as five eggs on mature leaves of the host-plant. A
similar behavior was observed in E. aliphera. On April,
14, 2011, a single female was observed ovipositing on a
Passiflora amethystina vine (Passifloraceae), a plant
previously recorded as host for this butterfly (Dell’Erba
et al. 2005). Besides ovipositing on its host plant, the
female was also observed laying eggs on a non-host
Solanaceae (without foraging ants), and also on dead
leaves, both nearby to the vine (Fig. 1B). Additional
searching revealed other eggs on dead leaves and twigs
in the vicinity of the host plant. Although the reasons for
ovipositing away from the host plant have not been
investigated in the present study, the hypothesis of
escape from natural enemies seems the most plausible;
ants are commonly present tending homopterans on
solanaceous plants and visiting extrafloral nectaries of
passion vines in the study area. In the case of I. drymo,
although it has been reared several times from at least six
different solanaceous host plant species at several
different localities (Drummond & Brown 1987, Brown
& Freitas 1994, Beccaloni et al. 2008, and more than 10
unpublished rearing records by the author), the behavior
of ovipositing away from the host plant has never been
recorded before in this species. Conversely, the behavior
of ovipositing on dead tendrils and off the host plant has
been reported for some heliconiines such as Agraulis
Boisduval & Le Conte, Dryadula Michener, Dryas
Hiibner, and Philaethria Billberg, and has been
suggested as an escape strategy to avoid natural enemies
(see discussion in Benson et al. 1975). The present
results suggest that this behavior could be more common
than previously reported in the tropics. For example, this
behavior was also observed in the nymphalid Blepolenis
batea (Hiibner) (Satyrinae: Brassolini) in 1990 (AVLF
pers. obs., cited by Brown 1992: 150). However, this was
a single event, and an oviposition mistake cannot be
discarded. The lack of field observations of actual
oviposition events could explain why the behavior of
ovipositing away from the host plant has remained rarely
reported for tropical butterflies.
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Fic. 1. A. Ithomia drymo ovipositing on a dead twig of a non-host plant (arrow); in the right box, a detailed view of the egg
(arrow); B. Eueides aliphera ovipositing on a dead non-host plant leaf held by the tendrils of its host plant (arrow); in the right box,
a detailed view of two eggs (arrows).
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