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Abstract. The checkered beetle Aphelochroa sanguinalis (Westwood) (Coleoptera: Cleridae) is found in savanna
and woodland ecosystems of southern and eastern Africa. During surveys for insect floral visitors in the Skukuza
Ranger District of Kruger National Park, South Africa, we encountered adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis on
flowers of two tree species, Acacia grandicornuta Gerstner and Acacia tortilis (Forsskal) Hayne (Fabaceae). These
two tree species flower in the early rainy season (November-December) and have small white flowers in small
round ball-shaped clusters. Adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis were not found on flowers of 14 other tree species
with different floral structures which were flowering at the same time as Acacia grandicornuta and Acacia tortilis.
Predatory, reproductive, and defensive behaviors (including the presence of a chemical defense) are described for
Aphelochroa sanguinalis based on field and laboratory observations.

Introduction

The checkered beetle genus Aphelochroa Quedenfeldt (Coleoptera: Cleridae) contains seven species
which are widely distributed throughout sub-Saharan Africa (Mawdsley 1994). This genus was revised by
Mawdsley (1994) based on specimens from major museum collections in Europe and USA. In that study,
a single species of Aphelochroa, Aphelochroa sanguinalis (Westwood 1852), was recorded from South
Africa, based on museum specimens that had been collected in present-day KwaZulu-Natal and in Kruger
National Park (Mawdsley 1994).

In 2007 and 2008, we encountered adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis (Figure 1, 2) while conducting
studies of the diversity and abundance of insect floral visitors in the Skukuza Ranger District of Kruger
National Park (Figure 3; see Mawdsley and Sithole 2009 for further information about this study). The
original intent of this project was to study the behavior and pollination ecology of species of the beetle
family Melyridae associated with flowers (Mawdsley 2007). However, melyrid beetles proved to be less
abundant on flowers in this area than beetles of other families, particularly Scarabaeidae, Buprestidae,
and Cleridae (Mawdsley and Sithole 2009). The ecological interactions of floricolous Scarabaeidae and
Buprestidae in southern Africa have been discussed by Holm and Marais (1992), Goldblatt et al. (1998;
2000; 2009), Gussmann (2002), and Gussmann and Holm (2004). In contrast, very little is known about
the biology of southern African species of Cleridae (Bellamy 1985; Loyttyniemi and Loyttyniemi 1993).
Species of Cleridae elsewhere in the world are important predators of forest insect pests (Balduf 1935;
Corporaal 1950; Baker 1972; Coulson and Witter 1984) and floricolous clerids may also be important
pollinators of flowering plant species (Stout et al. 2002; Mawdsley 2004; Smith-Ramirez et al. 2005;
African Pollinator Initiative 2007). Given the lack of knowledge of the biology of African beetles in the
family Cleridae, we decided to conduct field and laboratory observations on adults of Aphelochroa
sanguinalis.
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Materials and Methods

Our observations of Aphelochroa sanguinalis formed part of a larger study examining the diversity
and abundance of insect floral visitors in the Skukuza Ranger District, Kruger National Park, South
Africa (for more details about sampling, see Mawdsley and Sithole 2009). During this study, field teams
sampled 4,280 insects from flowers of 196 trees and shrubs representing 16 flowering plant species from
the families Combretaceae (Combretum hereroense Schinz, Combretum zeyheri Sonder), Ebenaceae (Euclea
divonorum Hiern), Euphorbiaceae (Flueggea virosa (Roxburgh) Baillon), Fabaceae (Acacia exuvialis
Verdcourt, Acacia grandicornuta Gerstner, Acacia nigrescens Oliver, Acacia nilotica (L..) Willdenow,
Acacia tortilis (Forsskal) Hayne, Cassia abbreviata Oliver, Dichrostachys cinerea Miquel, Peltophorum
africanum Sonder), and Tiliaceae (Grewia bicolor Jussieu, Grewia flava De Candolle, Grewia flavescens
Jussieu, and Grewia monticola Sonder).

Results

Twenty-one adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis were observed in the field. Five adults were captured
alive and kept in the research facilities at Skukuza and Shingwedzi in Kruger National Park. Voucher
specimens from this study are deposited in the Kruger National Park Research Collection at Skukuza,
South Africa, and in the National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington,
D.C., USA.

Seasonality. Adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis were collected from mid-November to early Decem-
ber, an activity period which corresponds with the start of the rainy season in the Skukuza Ranger
District (Gertenbach 1980) and also corresponds with the flowering period of the associated tree species
Acacia grandicornuta and Acacia tortilis (Schmidt et al. 2003). A single individual of Acacia grandicornuta
was observed flowering in late dry season conditions in September, 2006; no adults of Aphelochroa
sanguinalis were found on this tree.

Associated Tree Species. Adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis were collected on flowers of Acacia
grandicornuta (1 individual tree) and Acacia tortilis (5 individual trees) along the main H11 highway in
the Skukuza Ranger District, Kruger National Park (Figure 3). Adults were not observed on flowers of 14
other tree or shrub species (listed above) which were flowering in this district at the same time as Acacia
grandicornuta and Acacia tortilis. Of the 16 plant species included in this study, Acacia grandicornuta
and Acacia tortilis are the only species with white flowers in small round ball-shaped clusters (Figure 2;
Schmidt et al. 2003). Other species of Acacia flowering at the same time as Acacia grandicornuta and
Acacia tortilis have different floral structures: elongate terminal clusters of small white flowers (Acacia
nigrescens), and small round ball-shaped clusters of small yellow flowers (Acacia exuvialis, Acacia nilotica).
The floral structures of the eleven other tree and shrub taxa flowering in the study area differ even more
significantly from that of the Acacia species, with larger floral parts and/or different coloration (Schmidt
et al. 2003).

Activity. Adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis were observed walking on flowers, stems, leaves, and
branches of Acacia grandicornuta and Acacia tortilis (Figure 1, 2). Although occasionally encountered on
other parts of the plant such as stems and leaves, adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis were found mainly
on flowers and flower clusters.

Prey Detection. As in other Cleridae (Zhou et al. 2001), olfactory cues appear to be used by
Aphelochroa sanguinalis to detect prey. In captivity, the adult beetles were observed vibrating their
antennae rapidly in the presence of small Coleoptera, prior to the commencement of feeding behavior.

Prey. Adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis appear to be generalist predators. Our captive adults fed on
a wide range of small Coleoptera, including adults of species of Bruchidae, Cerambycidae, Dermestidae,
Elateridae, Scarabaeidae, and Tenebrionidae. Adults of Tenthredinidae (Hymenoptera) were also con-
sumed. All of the taxa consumed were collected on flowers of Acacia spp. and are representative of the
insect fauna that the beetles would encounter while foraging on flowers. In addition to live insects, adults
of Aphelochroa sanguinalis also drank water, sugar water, and honey while in captivity, suggesting that
they may feed on nectar as well as other insects.

Feeding Behavior. The feeding behavior in Aphelochroa sanguinalis is similar to that described by
Ekis (1977) for other Cleridae. The prey item is seized by the clerid using the first two pairs of legs and
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Figure 1-2. Adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis (Westwood) (Coleoptera: Cleridae) on Acacia tortilis (Forsskal)
Hayne (Fabaceae) in Kruger National Park, South Africa. 1) Male on foliage. 2) Female on flowers.

manipulated so that the clerid’s mandibles can be applied to the prothoracic-mesothoracic suture. This
suture is opened by mandibular pressure and the contents of the prothorax are then consumed. The elytra
and metathoracic wings are removed by the clerid’s mandibles, and the meso- and meta-thoracic and
abdominal contents are consumed by biting through the meso- and meta-thoracic and abdominal tergites.
As the clerid finishes feeding on each body section, the hard portions of the exoskeleton are discarded.

Nocturnal Activity. Adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis were attracted to fluorescent and incandes-
cent light bulbs at night in the Skukuza Research Camp, Kruger National Park. The adult beetles were
observed flying around exposed light bulbs and walking on the walls of buildings adjacent to the lights.

Reproductive Behavior. Amplexus (sensu Knisley and Schultz 1997) and copulation of Aphelochroa
sanguinalis were observed on flowers of Acacia grandicornuta and Acacia tortilis. Males remained in the
amplexus position following copulation, a behavior which has been interpreted as a possible example of
“mate guarding” in other beetle taxa (Knisley and Schultz 1997). Gravid females of Aphelochroa sanguinalis
were also observed on and near flowers, suggesting that oviposition by female Aphelochroa sanguinalis
may occur on or near the tree species where the adults are found.

Defensive Behavior. Adults of Aphelochroa sanguinalis exhibited two defensive behaviors. The
first behavior is to pull in all of the appendages close to the body and drop to the ground. This behavior
occurs when the beetles are approached closely by a human observer or when the part of the plant on
which the beetles are located is disturbed. The adult beetles remain motionless on the ground for some
time and can be very hard to locate, especially if they fall into tall grass or leaf litter. The second behavior
is to emit a foul-smelling chemical compound (see next section). This behavior occurs when the beetle is
physically captured and handled.

Chemical Defense. The presence of a chemical defense in species of Aphelochroa was first noted by
Marshall and Poulton (1902), who reported that adults of the Zimbabwean species Aphelochroa fulva
Kraatz emitted a strong “verbena-like” odor. A similar pungent odor was emitted by adults of Aphelochroa
sanguinalis when they were first captured and handled. Further investigations are needed to identify the
specific chemical compounds that are involved in this chemical defense.

Predation. We found elytra of Aphelochroa sanguinalis in the web of an unidentified spider on
Acacia tortilis, indicating that some predators are undeterred by the chemical defense of the beetles. We
did not observe vertebrate predation on Aphelochroa sanguinalis.

Pollen Transport. We observed small amounts of pollen adhering to the bodies of adults of Aphelochroa
sanguinalis collected on Acacia tortilis and Acacia grandicornuta. These two species of Acacia appear to
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Figure 3. Location of the Skukuza Ranger District within Kruger National Park and South Africa, showing roads
where sampling was conducted.

have generalist pollination systems (Mawdsley and Sithole 2009) and thus it is possible that Aphelochroa
sanguinalis may serve as a pollinator of these tree species. However, this beetle is likely to be less signifi-
cant as a pollinator than other insect visitors which are more abundant, carry larger pollen loads, and
move more frequently between flowers. For Acacia grandicornuta and Acacia tortilis, these other pollina-
tors include social and solitary bees (Hymenoptera: Apidae and Halictidae) as well as scarab beetles
(Coleoptera: Scarabaeidae) (Mawdsley and Sithole 2009).
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