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A comparison of the diurnal flight pattern of two triatomine bugs
Triatoma infestans and Triatoma sordida (Heteroptera: Reduviidae)

P.K. MCEWEN
School of Pure & Applied Biology, PO Box 915, Cardiff CF1 3TL, United Kingdom

The untethered diurnal flight patterns of two species of triatomine bugs were recorded on video. Over-
all levels of flight activity were very similar and strongly nocturnal in both species. Triatoma sordida
was exclusively nocturnal whilst Triatoma infestans showed low levels of daytime flight activity.

Keywords: Flight pattern, behavior, Triatoma infestans, Triatoma sordida.

INTRODUCTION

Triatomine bugs are the vectors of South American trypanosomiasis (Chagas’
disease). Due to the lack of effective drugs and vaccines, control of this disease
relies on spraying bug infested houses with appropriate insecticides. Triatoma infes-
tans is the most wide-spread and best adapted domestic species of triatomine bug
and sylvatic populations are rare (BARRETT, 1975; MINTER, 1975; SCHOFIELD, 1988).
Such domestic specialization makes this species peculiarly vulnerable to control and
complete eradication is seen as feasible (SCHOFIELD, 1988). Following the eradica-
~ tion of T. infestans, species of triatomine bugs with sylvatic populations may exploit
the vacant domestic niche. One such species, 7. sordida, is found in Bolivia, Bra-
zil, and Argentina (MINTER, 1975).

Although it is known that bug movement from one region to another occurs
passively (e.g. NEGHME et al., 1960), both T. infestans and T. sordida are able to fly
(LEHANE & SCHOFIELD, 1982; SCHWEIGMANN et al., 1988; MCEWEN, 1991; MCE-
WEN & LEHANE, 1993; SCHOFIELD et al., 1991, 1992) and it is likely that flight contri-
butes to local colonisations (SCHOFIELD & MATTHEWS, 1985; JEDWAB, 1987). A clear
understanding of the flight behaviour of these bugs is thus an important part of vec-
tor control.

As part of a wider investigation into the flight behaviour of triatomine bugs a
comparison was made between the diurnal flight patterns of T. sordida and T. infes-
tans.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Bugs were placed in the flight column described by MCEWEN (1991). This
consisted of an 18 cm long, 1 cm diameter, wooden pole, glued to the centre of a
0.2 c¢m thick perspex sheet measuring 22 cm square. This fitted through a circular
hole of 20 cm diameter cut in a 30 cm square, 2 cm thick, piece of chipboard. A 74
cm open ended cylinder of clear perspex tubing 20 cm in diameter fitted exactly
through the hole in the chipboard and rested on the perspex sheet, with the wooden
pole sticking up into the tube. Several pieces of folded filter paper were placed in
the base of the column to act as a refuge for the bugs. A time lapse video was used
to observe flight initiations.
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A flight initiation was defined as a bug climbing the wooden pole and flying
from the top. By playing back the video a record was made of how many bugs ini-
tiated flight at different times of day. A red 15 Watt light was used to provide suf-
ficient night time illumination to operate the video.

In the first part of the experiment 14 male and 14 female T. infestans were
placed in the flight column and videoed over a 3 weeks period. Subsequently 10
male and 10 female T. sordida were placed in the flight column and videoed on
two successive nights of two successive weeks. Dead bugs were replaced weekly.

Experiments were run in a controlled temperature room at 28-30 °C, 40-60 %
RH, L:D 12:12, and with a ‘daytime’ light intensity of 2500 Lux.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Fig. 1 shows flights per bug day recorded each hour for the two species of bugs.
A bug day is defined as one bug being in the experiment for one day and compensates
for the differences in bug number and observation time allowed for each species. It
is important to realise that these are crude data and do not take account of nutritio-
nal status. Nutritional status as measured by weight/length (W/L) ratio is known to
be an important factor in determining the proportion of bugs initiating flight in both
T. infestans (LAEHANE & SCHOFIELD, 1982) and T. sordida (McEWEN, 1991, McE-
WEN & LEHANE, 1993). In addition the fact that dead bugs were only replaced weekly
means that the exact number of living bugs present at any one time is not known.
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Fig. 1. Diurnal flight pattern of the two triatomine bugs Triatoma infestans and Triatoma sordida.
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Despite this it can be seen that in general the two species made remarkably
similar numbers of flights. Both species showed a strongly nocturnal unimodal flight
pattern beginning with the onset of scotophase. In the case of 7. infestans this
confirms the work of LEHANE & ScHOFIELD (1982) and SETTEMBRINI (1984). The
figure indicates that whereas T. sordida was strictly nocturnal, 7. infestans makes
a small number of flight initiations during the day.

SCHOFIELD et al. (1991) and MCEWEN & LEHANE (1993) have previously
demonstrated the potential for flight in 7. sordida. This present work shows that
this species is as active an initiator of flight as 7. infestans. Although this study does
not look at flight distances the potential for T. sordida to actively colonise via flight
is obvious and this area deserves further study.
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