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THE 1973 MIGRATION OF THE DAY-FLYING MOTH
URANIA LEILUS

by V. C. Quesnel
(1 Palm Avenue East, Petit Valley).
I have already described the 1969 migration of the white-tailed page,
Urania leilus (Quesnel 1971) and at the time gave some references to
the earlier literature. Here I record the salient facts of the migration
of 1973,

Prior to mid-September I had seen single specimens of the moth on
28 June, 22 August, 25 August and 30 August 1973. The first three
were in Petit Valley and the fourth was near Brazil Village. Although
two of the four were flying east and another south, which directions
were the main directions of the migratory movements in northern
Trinidad in 1969, there was nothing now to indicate the imminence
of a mass migration. I simply noted the moths and speculated on the
possibility of a migration in 1974. However, on 16 September, A. Lopez
saw several and on 17 September, although I saw only ten, Lopez re-
corded 67 between 4.45 and 5.30 p.m. at U.W.I. St. Augustine, all
flying south-east. There could be no doubt now that a migration was
under way.

DIRECTION OF FLIGHT
At the University of the West Indies in St. Augustine where many of
the observations were made the predominant directions were east and
south-east with many moths going south and some east-north-east. This

trend was maintained at this locality throughout the whole period of the
migration. Only the occasional moth travelled north and none went

west. The trend was the same also between St. Augustine and Diego
Martin.

In the late afternoon of 18 September all but one of the moths seen
in the north-western peninsula between Dhein’s Bay and Chaguaramas
‘were flying either more or less eastward or out to sea in a south-easterly
direction. One flew west but none came in to land from over the
water. At Macqueripe on 20 September no moths came in from the
sea between 5.30 and 5.50 p.m. but by then the migration had waned
éonsiderably (see later). However, on 22 September between 11.15 a.m.
and 1.00 p.m. nine flew from Gasparee Island towards the Trinidad-
mainland in a more or less north-easterly direction. The prevailing wind
was from the north-west and when blowing strongly the moths would
be facing north but drif‘t‘ing.almost directly east. On 26 September

43



at Dhein’s Bay four were seen flying out to sea but others camein
from over the sea.

Towards the centre of the Island near San Raphael the predominant
direction on 26 September was east and south-east. At the north-
eastern corner of the Island near Balandra Bay Ingrid Quesnel saw several

flying north-east on 27 September and others swirling around some
purple flowers.

NUMBERS
No estimate of actual numbers is possible but it can be stated thai at
no time were the numbers as great as in 1969. Thus, on 12 September
1969 at 4.15 p.m. 31 passed an observation post at U.W.I. in five
minutes and rates of 6 per min. were observed frequently. At the same
observation post on 26 September 1973 at 3.45 p.m. 28 passed in five
minutes but this was an exceptionally high count for a little later
counts of 16 and 23 per 5 min. were obtained. At the same post on
18 September 1973 at 4 p.m. 15 flew past in five minutes and this

rate of 3 per min. seemed to be more representative of the daily peak
rates.

The migration had become so insignificant by 21 September (only
five days after the beginning) that it seemed to be almost over. However,
it qontinued through the next three days at peak rates of 1 per min.
The migration built up again remarkably on 26 and 27 September when
the highest rates were recorded (see above). By 1 October the rate had
fallen to only a few per day and after 4 October only the occasional
moth was seen. As late as 3 Jan. 1974 four were seen at Las Cuevas
Bay.

DAILY CYCLE OF ACTIVITY

On many days it was quite evident that no moths were flying for a
period of some hours about midday. Thus, a note of 25 September
says that none was observed from about 11 a.m. to 3.45 p.m.. The
weather during this period was changeable. On the following day the re-
sumption of activity began earlier, at 2.00 p.m. This lack of activity
around midday has been noticed by others but is not absolute as re-
corded in an earlier section.

FEEDING ACTIVITY
On 19 September one was seen to feed at the flowers of Ixora and on
22 September at Gasparee Island eight were seen feeding at the small,
yellowish, tubular flowers of Aspidosperma sessiliflorum before flying
. off to the Trinidad mainland. Nearby purple flowers of Longocarpus
punctatus were ignored.
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REPRODUCTIVE STATE

No courtship activity was observed during this migration but several
females were examined and found to be gravid.

DISCUSSION

In a very recent publication 0972) Smith has summarized all the in-
formation on U. leilus in Venezuela and Trinidad and on U. fulgens in
Central America. The latter migrates from Costa Rica through the
isthmus of Panama to Colombia. The former migrates from Venezuela
to Trinidad and Guyana. 1t is probable that the two populations er-
rupt together. According to Smith (pers. (5omm.) the U. fulgens popu-
lations exploded on 15 September 1973. This coincides with the ex-
plosion of the U. leilus population for the first migrants arrived here on
16 September. The 14 km hop from Venezuela to Trinidad is easy at
the known average flying speed of 18 km per hr.

All the moths of this migration seem to have entered Trinidad by
way of the north-western peninsula. I have no observations from the
southern part of the island but there was never any suggestion of a
northward movement as though some were migrating from the south.
Once out of the north-western peninsula the moths tended to keep
heading east or to swing south to a greater or lesser extent. The move-
ment north-east in Toco suggests a possible migration to Tobago.

This contrasts to some extent with the 1969 migration in which
there was a suggestion of northward movement as though some moths
had entered Trinidad from the south. It would be worthwhile to have
observers in various parts of Trinidad when the next migration occurs
to record simultaneously the areas through which the moths enter and
also to determine if possible whether a migration to Tobago occurs.
More information on the habitat of the larval food plant, Omphalea
diandra’ and its distribution in Venezuela would also be very useful.
A more detailed picture of the migration and the possible areas of its
beginnings in Venezuela would then be possible.

In his article Smith speculates on the possible causes of population
explosion in terms of larval ‘and adult food supply. In future mi-
grations it would be good to have many more observations on the feed-
ing behaviour of the adults and on their reproductive condition at
various stages of the migration. Members of the club might assist in
these projects. Many moths are killed by motor cars and some of these
could be collected and preserved for later study.
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