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Abstract

Sands, D.P.A.. Scott, S.E. and Moffat, R., 1997. The threatened Richmond birdwing but-
terfly (Ornithoptera richmondia [Gray]): a community conservation project. Afewmoirs of the
Museun of Victoria 56: 449-453.

Destruction of coastal rainforests in south-eastern Queensland and north-eastern New
South Wales has led to extinction of O. richmondia from two-thirds of its original rangeand a
sharp decline in surviving populations. The species is further threatened by depletion of the
butterfly’s lowland lood plant, Pararistolochia praevenosa, and by presence and spread of the
Dutchman’s Pipe vine, Aristolochia elegans, which attracts oviposition but the leaves arc
toxic to larvae when they attempt to feed. Originally from South America, Dutchman’s Pipc
has spread from garden cultivation into national parks and reserves. Above 800 m on the
Queensland/NSW Border Ranges, P. laheyana, also supports birdwing larvae. However,
these populations are subject to periodic extinctions, probably due to climatic stress at the
higher altitudes where re-colonisation is thought to be dependent on immigrants from low-
land populations. Community groups and state national parks authorities are participating
in projects to conserve the Richmond birdwing butterfly. The CSIRO’s Double Helix Sci-
ence Club is co-ordinating studies on P. praevenosa by students at more than 130 schools,
where growth and phenology of 12 vines at each school are being monitored to understand
the buttcrfly’s host plant interactions. Aspects of biology of the butterfly and its food plants

and strategies which have a bearing on its conservation are discussed.

Introduction

The Richmond birdwing butterfly, Ornithoptera
richmondia (Gray) has been sometimes treated
asa subspecies of the widely distributed, tropical
O. priamus (Linn.) (Haugum and Low, 1978-
1979), or as a distinct species (Zeuner, 1943;
D’Abrera, 1975; Common and Waterhouse,
1981) based on its distribution, differences in
the male genitalia and sterility of offspring when
hybridised with O. euphorion (Gray). However,
recent reports (A. Hiller, pers. comm.) indicate
that these hybrids are not always sterile. Han-
cock (1983) placed O. richmondia in a priamus
species-group in the genus Troides Hubner, sub-
genus Ornithoptera, but subsequently (Hancock,
1991) validated Ornithoptera as a separate
genus.

Adults of both sexes are similar to O.
euphorion, although O. richmondia is smaller
(wingspan of males c. 12-14 cm; females c. 14—
16 cm). Adults emerging in sprmg are often
smaller than those emerging in summer and
autumn (Common and Waterhouse, 1981), a
characteristic attributable to loss of mass in the
overwintering pupa. Poor quality of food plants

following drought also leads to reduced size in
the developing individuals. In males, the green
and the gold spots on the upperside of O. rich-
mondia are more restricted than in O. euphorion
and variable in extent. Haugum and Low (1978-
1979) described richmondia reducta, with areas
of green further reduced, from Grafton and else-
where. However, this variation is not confined
to the southern range of O. richmondia indi-
cating that reducta is not a valid subspecies. A
blue male of O. riclinondia has been sighted (B.
Davies, pers. comm.), a rare colour form also
known in O. euphorion (R. Magarey, pers.
comm.). Blue males which superficially
resemble O. priamus urvillianus Guérin-
Meéneville from New Ireland and the Solomon
Islands, result from an unusual distribution of
the blue and gold scales present in males.

The abundance and distribution of O. rich-
mondia have declined since the turn of the cen-
tury (Illidge, 1927) following destruction of
subtropical rainforest supporting Pararistolo-
chia praevenosa (F. Muell.) M.J. Parsons (Aris-
tolochiaceae), the principal food plant for its
larvae. Originally distributed from Marybor-
ough, south-eastern Queensland to Grafton,
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