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NOTE

THE FIRST HOST RECORD FOR THE WASP SUBFAMILY
BRACHYCISTIDINAE (HYMENOPTERA: TIPHIIDAE)

DOI: 10.4289/0013-8797.117.1.62

The tiphiid subfamily Brachycistidi-
nae comprises 10 genera and at least 85
species and is restricted to the New World
(Kimsey 2006, Kimsey&Wasbauer 2006).
Because of extreme sexual dimorphism—
females are wingless and ant-like and
males are nocturnal fliers—the group
is an example of a ‘dual-taxonomy’
where a number species that have been
described based on one sex will likely even-
tually prove to be synonyms of a species
known from the other (Kimsey 2006).

Data on the biology of the group are
scarce. Most females in the family
Tiphiidae are ectoparasitoids of sub-
terranean insects, especially of beetle
larvae in Scarabaeoidea and Cicindeli-
nae (Carabidae), although hosts for most
species remain unknown (Wasbauer
1966, Goulet & Huber 1993), including
all members of Brachycystidinae. The
most detailed discussion of the biology
of this subfamily was provided by
Wasbauer (1966). The males of are often
attracted to lights and in collections they
are much more abundant than the fe-
males. Wasbauer reports that the females
are likely spending most time un-
derground, coming out mainly during
the night and, similarly to males, show-
ing some attraction to artificial light. The
same author also states that it is probable
that brachycistidines are parasitoids of
Scarabeoidea. As supporting evidence
he cites co-occurrence of female bra-
chycistidines and scarab beetles in the
same habitats and microhabitats. In
the above reference he also details an

unsuccessful experiment in which captive
female wasps were exposed to beetle lar-
vae of Scarabaeidae and Tenebrionidae in
hope to elicit hostile interaction. The more
recently published family-level references
of Goulet & Huber (1993) and Hanson &
Gauld (1995) state that brachycistidines
are ‘probably parasites on the larvae of
Scarabaeoidea’ without providing any
reference and there is little doubt that
they followed Wasbauer’s earlier account.
Recently one of the authors (MLB) had
an opportunity to observe a female
Stilbopogon Mickel & Krombein sting-
ing a beetle larva of the tenbrionid tribe
Coniontini, most likely belonging to the
genus Eusattus LeConte.

Below we detail the circumstances
of this interaction, which represents
the first confirmed host record for
a brachycistidine.

The observation took place in Cal-
ifornia, Imperial County, Algodones
Dunes, along Gecko Road just south of
Interstate 78 on the afternoon of April
18th, 2014. Coordinates for the collec-
tion event are 32.95869° -115.16775°.
According to the archive of the Cali-
fornia Department of Water Resources
Cahuilla weather station located a mile
north from the observation locality the
weather conditions included temperature
of about 27°C (min that day 19°C, max
29°C), relative humidity of 30%, and
winds of 20-25 km/h. The skies were
overcast. The habitat is a creosote bush
scrub at the edge of sand dunes, with flat
areas of sand and mounds of soil held



together by clumps of creosote bush
(Larrea tridentata) and long leafed
ephedra (Ephedra trifurca). The vegeta-
tion cover is sparse but other plants
noted in the vicinity included Emory’s
indigo bush (Psorothamnus emoryi) and
fanleaf crinklemat (Tiquilia plicata).
The area is heavily used by the public in
off-road vehicles.

The beetle larva was observed making
wriggling movements tumbling down
one of the sand mounds. Upon closer
inspection it could be seen that it was
being stung by a brachycistdidine fe-
male. The wasp was holding onto the
larva, making stinging movements with
its abdomen aimed at the underside of
the beetle. Both specimens were at this
point collected in 95% ethanol for later
identification.

The wasp was identified as belonging
to the genus Stilbopogon by LSK and the
beetle larva was identified with the help
of Rolf Aalbu, California Academy of
Sciences, San Francisco, CA and Warren
Steiner, National Museum of Natural
History, Washington, DC, as a likely
member of the tenebrionid tribe Conion-
tini. The voucher specimens have been
deposited in the Bohart Museum of Ento-
mology, University of California, Davis.

Six species of Stilbopogon are known
from Algodones Dunes: S. arenicola
(Wasbauer), S. confusa (Kimsey &
Wasbauer), S. inermis (Malloch), S.
marcida (Bradley), S. mexicana (Kims.
& Wasb.), and S. sonorensis (Kims. &
Wasb.). Because of the male-based tax-
onomy of this genus the association of
our female specimen to any one of these
species is not possible at this time. The
host larva appears to be a member of
Coniontini, and although certain identi-
fication of the genus proved difficult it
is very likely that it belongs to Eusattus,
which is the only genus of Coniontini
known from the area. DNA barcoding or

a similar molecular identification method
is beyond the scope of this note but this
approach may prove the most direct way
of eventually reconciling both the dual
taxonomy of Brachycistidine and asso-
ciating unidentifiable immature insects
with the adults whose taxonomy and
morphology are much better studied.
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