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Introduction

The diving beetle genus Rhantus Lacordaire includes over 80 species and
has an almost worldwide distribution (Ordish, 1989). Three species are
known to occur in the New Zealand region, one of which, R. suturalis
Macleay, occurs very widely and is found through most of the Old World
from New Zealand to Southern and Central Europe. The other two species
have much more limited distributions, as they are relatively rare New
Zealand endemics.

The purpose of this note is to describe the current status of the three
species in New Zealand. There has been some confusion in the New
Zealand literature over the correct name and distribution of R. suturalis,
which I attempt to clarify here. An additional locality is recorded for R.
plantaris Sharp. The conservation status of both R. plantaris and R.
schauinslandi Ordish is discussed.

Rhantus suturalis (Macleay, 1825)

This species has been known by the junior synonym Rhantus pulverosus
(Stephens, 1828) in much of the New Zealand literature (Ferro 1977,
Winterbourn & Gregson 1981, Winterbourn et al. 2000), following the
influential papers of Ordish (1966, 1989), who named the species
according to the recommendation of the well known British dytiscid
specialist Balfour-Browne (1950). However, there is little doubt that the
two names are synonyms and no valid case for preserving the junior
synonym has been made (Nilsson 2001).

There has also been confusion over the presence or absence of R. suturalis
on the Chatham Islands. Ordish (1966) did not record the species from the
Chatham Islands. This may be because he was uncertain as to which
species of Rhantus occurred there, as he had not seen any of the original
material, rather than an assumption of absence of R. suturalis (as R.
pulverosus) from the islands (Ordish 1989, p. 147). In fact, Altken (1903)
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had already recorded R. suturalis from the Chatham Islands by the primary
homonym R. punctatus (Fourc.) Geoffr. var. chathamicus Regimb.
(Nilsson 2001). The varietal name is unnecessary and was never described
by Régimbart, so it remains a nomen nudum. Ordish (1989, p. 148)
confirmed the presence of R. suturalis on Chatham Island and Emberson
(1998) recorded the species from both Chatham and Pitt Islands. These
records were all overlooked by Balke et al. (2000) and Winterbourn et al.
(2000), as both publications indicated that R. schauinslandi was the only
species of Rhantus occurring on the Chatham Islands.

Rhantus plantaris Sharp, 1882

Sharp (1882) described R. plantaris from a single male specimen, now in
the Natural History Museum, London, bearing the label ‘Dunedin,
Castelnau’ in Sharp’s hand. There has been uncertainty as to whether the
specimen was in fact collected in New Zealand, even though F. L. Laporte,
Comte de Castelnau, collected Coleoptera from around Dunedin in 1866
(Castelnau, 1868). However, any doubt about the provenance of the
species was removed by Balke ef al. (2000), who recorded its rediscovery
in a roadside pond adjacent to Lake Ellesmere in 1986, (MC). They also
provided an excellent pictorial key to the Australasian species of Rhantus.
Unfortunately, the five specimens collected from near Lake Ellesmere all
remain in Germany.

When re-examining Rhantus material in the Entomology Research
Collection at Lincoln University, a specimen of R. plantaris was found
among the specimens of R. suturalis, with the following label data; “under
log by Irwell R. MC, 18.x.1978, R.M. Emberson”.

This is the third locality recorded for the species, all having been collected
on the eastern side of the South Island between Dunedin and Christchurch,
and is the only specimen of R. plantaris known to be in a New Zealand
collection. There could be other unrecognized material of this species in
collections as the species is superficially similar to the common R.
suturalis and can easily be overlooked.

Rhantus schauinslandi Ordish, 1989

Even though it had been known in the literature for 86 years (Alfken
1903), R.  schauinslandi remained undescribed until Ordish (1989)
described the species from a series of six specimens collected over a
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period of seventy years from three or four different localities on Chatham
Island.

Conservation status of R. plantaris and R. schauinslandi

R. plantaris was listed by Leschen et al. (2012) in the threatened species
list as Naturally Uncommon, with the qualifier ‘Sparse’. This
classification seems conservative for a moderately conspicuous beetle that
has only been recorded three times in the last 130 years. There are no
obvious reasons why it should be so uncommon. Both of the more recent
collections were from unremarkable, relatively modified sites in lowland
Mid-Canterbury. Searches in existing collections and in lowland aquatic
habitats, both still waters and gently flowing backwaters of the smaller
eastern South Island rivers, could result in additional specimens of this
species being discovered.

R. schauinslandi is similarly uncommon, but is listed as Nationally Critical
with the qualifiers ‘Island Endemic’ and ‘One Location’ (Leschen et al.
2012). A total of six specimens have been collected over the last 120
years, all from Chatham Island (Ordish 1989). No specimens have been
found since 1967, in spite of extensive searching by experienced
collectors. Reasons for its apparent rarity and lack of recent records are
unclear, but Ordish (1989) suggested R. schauinslandi might favour
slightly saline waters, which could mean appropriate habitat has been
overlooked. Another factor could be that R. suturalis has benefited from
land clearance on the Chathams Islands and is now very common in both
temporary and permanent pools and on lake edges throughout Chatham
Island. In these habitats it may out compete the more specialized R.
schauinslandi. Additional, clearly directed, searching for R. schauinslandi
in a variety of habitats, with a view to gaining a better understanding of its
requirements should be a priority for the conservation of this species.
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