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4 
Habitat – where insects live 

and occur

When it comes to the social lives of insects 
and humans, we have more in common 
than you may think. We both tend to have 
regular hangouts where we gather to eat our 
favourite foods, socialise and even search 
for potential partners. Some insect patrons 
are so loyal to a particular place, they can be 
identified on this factor alone. This chapter 
helps you to identify an insect based on its 
habitat, rather than on its appearance.

Using this chapter
This chapter provides information pages 
for specific habitats around your home and 

garden where insects commonly occur. 
From the options provided in Fig. 4.1, 
select the habitat in which you found your 
insect. Go to the section for that particular 
habitat, where you can learn more about 
some of the different insects commonly 
found there.

The Order, common and scientifi c 
name (where possible) is provided for 
each insect listed in a given habitat, along 
with one or more photos. You can look up 
the Order that your particular insect 
belongs to in Chapter 6 to learn more 
about its lifecycle, biology and survival 

Fig. 4.1: Choose the habitat where you found your insect.



72  HABITAT –  WHERE INSECTS L IVE AND OCCUR

tactics. In instances where the insects 
listed for a particular habitat belong to 
multiple Genera (e.g. the many types of 
weevils that can be found on trees and 
shrubs) the name of the Family to which 
the insects belong is also included, which 
is handy for internet searches and further 
research. Be sure to also check out any 
further reading suggestions for specifi c 
habitats in the Further Reading list at the 
back of the book.

Some insects are observed in multiple 
habitats. As you read through this chapter, 
an insect you would expect to feature in a 
given section may not be there, and you are 
instead referred to another part of the book. 
This is because they are listed under a 
habitat where they are more frequently 
observed, or they are described on their 
Order information page in Chapter 6.

For example, you may notice Christmas 
beetles feeding on native gum leaves in your 
garden and, wishing to learn more about 
them, refer to the native trees and shrubs 
section (p. xx). Christmas beetles, however, 
do not feature on that page and you are 
instead referred to ‘Around lights’ (p. xx). 
It is my experience that Christmas beetles 
are most often seen by people as they buzz 
around artifi cial lights, and so I have chosen 
to list them under this alternative (more 
likely) habitat.

Another example is that you may see 
butterfl ies visiting the fl owers in your garden, 
but on the ‘In and around fl owers’ section 
you are directed straight to the information 
page for their Order, Lepidoptera. This is 
because, with a few very rare exceptions, all 
butterfl ies drink nectar from fl owers and so 
everything you need to know about 
butterfl ies of all kinds is covered on their 
Order information page.

Tips for getting started
Before you get started, here are some tips 
that you need to consider as you navigate 
through this chapter.

Tip 1. Tenant or traveller?
Let’s say you find an insect on a rose bush. 
Does the insect actually live on the plant, or 
use it for food? Perhaps the insect is just 
sunning itself, has been blown there by the 
wind or is simply resting as it passes through 
the area.

Try to observe your insect for a while 
before you rush to any conclusions. Can 
you see it actively feeding? Are there any 
signs of feeding damage, such as bite marks 
on the leaves? Is the insect with other 
individuals of the same kind? If you answer 
‘Yes’ to any of these questions, it is likely 
that the insect is in its habitat and you can 
proceed through this chapter. If not, refer 
to Chapter 3 where you can focus your 
search using the insect’s appearance, rather 
than on where you found it.

Tip 2. Unfussy eaters
Many herbivorous insects restrict their diet 
to a single food source. For example, the 
caterpillars of some butterflies only eat 
leaves from a single species of plant. 
However, some plant-feeding insects sit at 
the opposite end of this spectrum and 
munch on a variety of vegetation, including 
native trees, grasses, ornamental shrubs, 
fruit and vegetables.

Assigning insects with broad diets to a 
particular habitat (e.g. on native trees and 
shrubs) is not straightforward, so it is wise 
to fl ip through the different vegetation 
types in this chapter (using Fig. 4.1 as a 
guide), when identifying insects you have 
found on plants.
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Tip 3. Making the cut
The insects featured in this chapter are 
relatively common, with a wide distribution 
within Australia, and may well turn up in 
your home or garden on a regular basis. 
Several small, obscure insect Orders have 
been omitted from this book and the insect 
you are trying to identify may belong to one 
such Order. Refer to Table 2.7 (p. xx) which 
provides a brief description of the insect 
Orders omitted from this book and the 
habitats they usually occupy. If your 
mystery insect lives in the same habitat as 
one of these Orders, you have a starting 
point for further research.

Tip 4. Can’t fi nd it here?
It is not possible to include every insect that 
may occur in a given habitat. At the end of 
each habitat listed in this chapter, you’ll 
find a list of other insects that are also 
commonly found in that particular habitat. 
You will be referred to pages in this book 
where you can learn more about them.

Still can’t find it? Try using the 
identification key in the morphology 
chapter (Chapter 3) to see if you can 
identify your insect by its appearance rather 
than by means of its habitat. Or refer to 
Chapter 5, ‘Clever clues’, to see if you can 
fi nd it there.
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Many species of small brown beetles infest 
stored products within our homes. The 
cigarette beetle, as the name implies, can be 
found in tobacco products and happily 
drills numerous holes through cigarettes 
and cigars. These beetles and their larvae 
are very secretive, shunning daylight and 
sheltering among their food of choice, 

which can also extend to nuts, herbs and 
spices, dried pet food and foam packaging 
material.

Size: Adults 3–4 mm

Goodie or baddie? These beetles infest a 
variety of stored food products, leading to a 
lot of wastage.

Cigarette beetle

Lasioderma serricorne
Order Coleoptera

Even the hottest cayenne pepper may be attacked by cigarette beetles (Lasioderma serricorne).

Kitchen and pantry
Many insects enjoy eating the same foods as we do. Flour, pasta, dried fruit, nuts and even 
chocolate are readily consumed by certain species. Some insects squeeze their way into cracks in 
our cupboards and deposit their eggs in and around foodstuffs. The larvae of some pantry moths 
can chew through plastic bags or crawl under screw-top lids. Other insects infest products such as 
flour and cereals while they are in storage, so that when we purchase food from the supermarket 
we inadvertently bring them home with us, and the longer we store the food the more insects 
there will be.
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Rice weevil

Sitophilus oryzae
Order Coleoptera

Rice weevils (Sitophilus oryzae) infest stored products such as cereals, grains and dried pasta. Source: Science 
Images.

Rice weevils differ from other pantry beetles 
by the long ‘snout’ on their heads, a feature 
that is obvious on most weevils. The adults 
are dark brown or black and have four pale 
patches on their backs. They are good 
climbers, swiftly scaling vertical surfaces 
such as storage containers and pantry walls. 
Female beetles bite a small hole in the 
kernel of grains, deposit an egg then seal the 
hole with a waxy plug. They can lay 150–400 

eggs throughout their life. The grub-like 
larvae are tiny and generally remain 
unnoticed as they chew their way through 
cereals, rice and other grains.

Size: Adults 3–4 mm

Goodie or baddie? The tiny size of the 
adults and larvae means they often go 
unnoticed as they munch their way through 
our stored food products.
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The Indian meal moth is a species of ‘pantry 
moth’ – a collective term used to describe 
several different types of moths that invade 
our stored food products. This particular 
moth is easily distinguished by its two-
toned wings – pale grey towards the head 
and a dark reddish-brown towards the back 
edge. As with most moths, they are attracted 
to lights and can be seen around ceilings 
and walls at night. During the day, you may 
see them flying in the pantry if you disturb 
them. A female moth can lay between 
150–400 eggs and these are often brought 

into your pantry on the outside of packaged 
food. The larvae of these moths are small 
and pale and have a habit of draping silk 
webbing where they have been feeding. 
They have expensive tastes and love 
munching their way through chocolate, 
nuts, spices and dried fruit.

Size: Adult wingspan 6–20 mm; larvae up 
to 15 mm

Goodie or baddie? This moth is real pain to 
eliminate from your pantry and re-infestations 
are common.

Indian meal moth

Plodia interpunctella
Order Lepidoptera

Adult Indian meal moths (Plodia interpunctella) on cereal grains. Source: Science Images.
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Vinegar flies are also called ‘fruit flies’, 
however they are not to be confused with 
the large yellow and brown flies of the 
same name (belonging to the Family 
Tephritidae) that are serious pests in fruit 
crops. Vinegar flies are tiny yellowish-
brown insects with red eyes and clear 
wings. These flies are found on every 
continent (except Antarctica) and are 
spread to new locations by human activities, 
such as the transportation of infested 
produce by boats. In our homes they are 
attracted to the smells of rotting fruit, 
decomposing compost and fermented 
liquids such as beer and wine. If you have 
ever found a tiny insect swimming laps in 
your glass of chardonnay, it is most likely a 
vinegar fly. The females deposit their eggs 

(around 400 of them!) into soft fruit, where 
their tiny maggots feed and develop. Once 
they are big enough, the maggots will leave 
the fruit in search of a dry place to pupate 
(e.g. the bottom or sides of your fruit bowl). 
The maggots form tiny brown capsules and 
inside this, transform into an adult fly.

Size: Adults 2–4 mm

Goodie or baddie? Because vinegar flies grow 
quickly, lay lots of eggs and are easy to breed 
and care for, they are studied in biological 
research laboratories around the world. So 
the next time you find an annoying cloud of 
vinegar flies hanging around your fruit bowl, 
remember that these tiny insects may hold 
the key to postponing ageing, defying death 
or curing hereditary diseases.

Vinegar fl y

Drosophila sp.
Order Diptera

Vinegar fl ies (Drosophila sp.) are often found hovering around our fruit bowls. 
Source: J. Dorey.

Other insects commonly found in the kitchen and pantry

 American cockroach, p. xx 
 Ants, p. xx 
 German cockroach, p. xx
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Living room
The following insects may be found not only in your living room, but in most areas of your 
home where there are similar food sources.

Museum beetle

Anthrenus (Florilinus) museorum
Order Coleoptera

Museum beetles (Anthrenus (Florilinus) museorum) cause damage to animal materials, hides and stuffed animal 
specimens. Source: Science Images.

Also referred to as carpet beetles, adult 
museum beetles are small, oval-shaped and 
have patterned grey, brown and white 
bodies. Their larvae are brown and hairy-
looking and can move quite quickly. Both 
adults and larvae infest dried animal 
materials such as woollen carpets and 
clothes, animal furs and hides and animal 

specimens such as stuffed birds and insect 
collections.

Size: Adults 2–3 mm

Goodie or baddie? These beetles and their 
larvae can be very destructive and often go 
unnoticed until they have caused significant 
damage.
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The German cockroach is pale yellow-
brown, with a dark brown stripe running 
down each side of its shield-like thorax. 
Females lay 35–48 eggs at a time, enclosed 
within a purse-shaped bag called an ootheca 
(see Chapter 5, p. xx). The females often 
carry these egg cases around within their 
bodies, but protruding from the end of 
their abdomen. A single female can produce 
up to eight of these oothecae in her life, 
totalling over 300 individual eggs. As with 

other pest cockroaches, German 
cockroaches eat any organic material in 
your homes, including foodstuffs, paper, 
soap, toothpaste, carpet and dried pet food.

Size: Adults up to 15 mm

Goodie or baddie? German cockroaches 
breed up to enormous populations and you 
may find their small black droppings 
scattered around your benches and 
cupboards.

German cockroach

Blattella germanica
Order Blattodea

German cockroaches (Blattella germanica) are much smaller than American cockroaches, but are no more 
welcome in our homes. Source: Sarah Camp, Attribution–NoDerivs 2.0 Generic.
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American cockroaches are large dark brown 
insects with pale yellow-brown markings on 
their thorax. They have long spiky brown 
legs. The Australian cockroach (Periplaneta 
australasiae) is almost identical, with extra 
yellow markings on the edges of the wings 
being the obvious difference between the 
species. Both are largely nocturnal, hiding in 
dark places during the day and emerging at 
night to feed on almost any kind of plant or 

animal material in your homes. The adults 
have long wings and can sometimes be seen 
flying around lights at night. They can also 
breed up in large numbers in your 
compost bins.

Size: Adults 35–40 mm

Goodie or baddie? These cockroaches are 
large and smell disgusting, making them a 
very unwelcome visitor in your home.

American cockroach

Periplaneta americana
Order Blattodea

American cockroach (Periplaneta americana) scavenging for crumbs.
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If the name ‘flesh flies’ makes your skin 
crawl, fear not! These flies do not harm us 
in any way, but rather lay their eggs on the 
decomposing bodies of dead animals. They 
have large red eyes, three black stripes on 
their grey thorax and a black and grey 
‘checkerboard’ pattern on the back of their 
abdomen. These flies sometimes rest on 
your walls and ceilings, most likely drawn 

indoors in search of dead rodents in internal 
cavities within your home.

Size: Adults up to 15 mm

Goodie or baddie? Although their taste in 
food is questionable, flesh fly maggots help 
to break down and recycle the carcasses of 
dead animals.

Flesh fl ies

Many species
Order Diptera, Family Sarcophagidae

Adult fl esh fl y (Family Sarcophagidae) showing the distinctive grey and black stripes on its thorax.


