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INTRODUCTION 
 
It is generally regarded that the majority of 
Lepidoptera, with notable exceptions such as some 
Arctiinae and Lycaenidae, are standard 
phytophagous feeders utilising only one host-plant 
for the duration of their larval stages.  A recent study 
in Ecuador on larval feeding guilds, however, 
revealed that this perception is probably based on 
incomplete observations. The study found that up to 
80% of the larvae found on some plants were 
actually alternative feeders, feeding on lichens, algae 
and bryophytes occurring on the plants (Bodner et 
al., 2015). 
 
Cycad moths (Geometridae: Diptychini) have been 
shown to shift host-plants during their larval stages, 
moving off their primary cycad hosts to feed on a 
variety of other plants (Staude, 1994; 2001). No 
records, however, of such alternative feeding or host-
shifts have been recorded for the Lasocampidae. 
Kroon (1999) lists only plants as host-preferences 
for Lasiocampidae. 
 
This study reveals that the larvae of Sena prompta 
prompta Walker, 1855 are probably alternative 
feeders in their early instars and that they shift to a 
standard phytophagous mode in later instars. 
S. prompta is known to feed on various members of 
the Fabaceae including Vachellia (Acacia) karroo 
(Hayne) (Kroon, 1999). The subspecies S. prompta 
plusioides Walker, 1862, feeds on V. karroo; 
Vachellia tortilis (Forssk.) Hayne; 
Vachellia gerrardii Benth. and Ruellia cordata 
Thunb. (Acanthaceae) (Staude, Caterpillar Rearing 
Group unpublished rearing data).  No published data 
recording host-plant preferences for nominate 
prompta could be found. 
 
 

OBSERVATIONS  
 
The following observations were made on the farm 
Groenland in the Pietersfontein district northwest of 
Montagu, Western Cape, South Africa. 
 
Lepidoptera ova were found on a curtain in the 
house.  When the caterpillars hatched they looked 
similar to Sena undescribed species Las205 
(Joannou, 2009) that the author had reared the 
previous year (host-plant unknown, but likely to be 
V. karroo due to proximity). 
 
The larvae were placed in a container with some 
V. karroo and a selection of other plants from around 
the house, not knowing what their host plant was. 
The larvae chose to sit on the V. karroo twigs and 
thorns. The twigs also had some flowers on them 
(open and closed), but the caterpillars did not sit on 
them.  
 
There were several caterpillars in the container, but 
it was never observed that a single larva ate anything 
during the first four instars (Figs 1b, c, d & e), or that 
there was any build up of frass.  They seemed to be 
grazing the stems and thorns, or something on the 
stems and thorns.  It is suspected to be the latter 
because no grazing damage to any part of the plant 
could be observed.  A black mould or fungus seemed 
to be present (especially on some of the thorns) 
(Fig. 1c) which may have been what they were 
eating.  No microscopic equipment was available to 
examine more closely.  The larvae did not sit on any 
of the other plants provided. In their last two instars, 
the caterpillars ate the leaflets of the V. karroo 
(Fig. 2a). 
 
The ova were laid on 20th November 2014 (Fig. 1a) 
and hatched eight days later (28th November 2014).  
The first four instars lasted eight, six, three and four 
days respectively.  The last two instars lasted eight 
and nine to 12 days respectively.  The four 
caterpillars each made a silk cocoon to pupate in, 
attached to twigs or the side of the container.  One 
adult male emerged after 11 days of pupation (19th 
January 2015), confirming the species as S. prompta 
prompta  (Fig. 2b).  One female emerged after 277 
days of pupation (12th October 2015), and two adults 
(one male, one female) emerged 289 days after 
pupation (24th October 2015).  The larvae grew 
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substantially during their development and the adults 
were all fully developed and full size, indicating that 
there was sufficient nutrition ingested during the 
larval stages, even though no feeding damage could 
be observed to the plant material during the first four 
instars. These observations also show that 
S. prompta prompta has variable pupal duration, and 
that it is not gender-specific. 
 
The feeding behaviour observed seems to indicate 
that the larvae are polyphagous, feeding on both 
plant and non-plant matter, or that they feed on two 
different parts of the same plant in early and late 
instars.  Microscopic observation of the twigs and 
thorns of the plant, and actively feeding early-instar 
larvae, may shed more light on this. 
 

 
 
Figure 1 – Development of the larvae of Sena prompta 
prompta. (a) Ova  (b) 2nd instar and exuvium (c) 1st instar 
(d) 3rd instar (e) 4th instar. 
 

 
 
Figure 2 – Sena prompta prompta (a) Final (6th) instar 
larva (b) Adult male freshly emerged. 
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