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Notes on carabid beetles in South Canterbury
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Over the winter of 2011, | found several species of small carabid beetle on
Timaru’s Caroline Bay that do not usually occur there, and were most
likely washed up among wrack during autumn storms. These included
several Bembidion species, a species of Dichrochile, and the streamside
dweller Actenonyx bembidioides. | also found a single specimen of a small
red-brown trechine. Using Ian Townsend’s 2010 Trechini revision seemed
to indicate that it could be Oarotrechus gracilentus, known from the type
series found in shingle at Oaro in 1970 and not seen since, and a single
specimen found in Southland. Its presence on the fine sandy beach at
Caroline Bay seemed at odds with the shingle beach of its type locality.

In October 2011 | searched along Washdyke beach north of Timaru and
found a number of these beetles in fine shingle under stones and wrack
along the high tide mark. The beetles were nearly always found in company
with large numbers of staphylinids from at least four species, along with
occasional specimens of two species of Bembidion. Some sites contained
no staphylinids or trechines, as if the particular microhabitat of that site was
not suitable despite appearing identical to other sites where the beetles were
abundant. I noted at the time that the tide was starting to recede.

A visit to the same area a week later yielded very few beetles. The tide was
coming in, and | noticed that the high tide area had changed completely
from my earlier visit. A visit in early December revealed no Oarotrechus or
staphylinids, at a point where the tide was nearing its maximum height.
Once again the beach had changed extensively. | suspect that the beetles
may burrow into the shingle, emerging at a suitable point following the
tidal cycle. This no doubt helps them survive in what is a volatile and ever-
changing environment.
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lan Townsend was able to confirm the identification from some specimens

that I sent him, and | was also able to examine Oaro specimens at the
Lincoln University Entomology Museum. | will continue to look for
Oarotrechus at Washdyke Beach and other likely spots along the South
Canterbury coastline, and further investigate the possible relationship
between beetle appearance and the tidal cycle. It is likely that the species
will show up elsewhere along the eastern South island coast in suitable
habitats.

Holcaspis obvelata is another recently-described species that has now
shown up in further locations. This 14mm long beetle was described by
Peter Johns in 2007 from specimens from Kakahu near Geraldine. | have
now found it above a stream in a gully on the western edge of Timaru, and
at Claremont Bush, a small podocarp forest remnant 15 kilometres west of
Timaru. | have also found elytra from what may be this species at a site on
the Brothers Range near Albury. Also present at this site is what maybe the
southernmost population of Mecodema fulgidum, along with Megadromus
temukensis and the large form of Megadromus. antarcticus described by
Thomas Broun in 1893 as Trichosternus crassalis.

The crassalis form of Megadromus antarcticus has been recorded from a
number of hill country sites from near Geraldine to the Hakataramea
Valley. Apart from its larger size (30 — 36mm), it does not appear to differ
morphologically from “typical” antarcticus from Mid Canterbury.
Molecular investigations conducted at Lincoln University indicate that
there is no specific difference between these populations (Emily Fountain
pers. comm.).

On a final note, | had kept a female individual of this form alive in a
terrarium for 23 months. She was collected in November 2009, and died in
October 2011. She was fed on a diet of cat food and occasional live prey
such as Odontria larvae. It is possible that she was recently emerged from
her pupal stage when collected, but this does indicate the relatively long
adult life span for large native carabids, even if under artificial conditions.
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My specimen made a number of appearances in school education
programmes at South Canterbury Museum where her large size, metallic
sheen and fearsome jaws made a strong impression on her viewers,
especially when she either bit her handler or released odorous defensive
secretions. Live large carabid beetles make excellent biodiversity
educational tools, particularly when used with a digital microscope and
projector.

I would like to thank lan Townsend for his identifications and
encouragement to carry out research, John Marris for access to the LUNZ
collection, continuing support and encouragement, Peter Johns for
identifications, ongoing discussions and encouragement, and Emily
Fountain for discussing her current research with me.
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