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The yel low migrant , Phoebis statira (Cram) i s d ist ri bu ted 

throug hout Latin America and the Caribbean region, in c lud­

ing th e Guianas, Brazi l , Venezuela, Ecuador , Peru , Panam a an d 

Trinid a d a nd T o b ago ( Barca n! , 1970). PllOeb is s ralira u sua ll y 

ar e g rea tl y a ltra cted to flo we r s an d are fo und generally in 

open a reas with s un s hin e. In additio n . th ey u s ually mi grate 

eac h yea r w ith the o n set of the ra in y seaso n and thi s migra­

tory behaviour h as b een documented in 1918, 1919 , 1926, 

1932,1947,1954,1962 (Ques nel 1971) and in 1960 i n R io 

Claro ( Barca n! 1970). In 1969 , obser vations we re made al 

Nariva, P eti t Valley, Valsayn Park , Sangre Grand e. Man zani lla , 

a nd Ma yaro (Quesnel 197 1). Thi s pap e r d esc rib es th e mi gra­

t ory patt e rn s of P. statim observed over three day s in Augus t 

199 5 in the s mall village of Tableland , loca t ed ea s t of San 

Fernando on the Naparima-Mayaro Road and a t Champ 

Fl e urs, a town lo c ated a lo ng the Ea stern Main Road in north 

Trinidad ( Fi g. I ). 

Fr o m 10.40 a.m. on Saturday 19 Augu st, 1995 a swarm o f 

P. statira fir s t appea red in a band or co lumn a pproxim a t e ly 

50 m e tres wide a nd from approximately four m eters above 

ground leve l to ju s t below th e tree top s circa 25 m. Th e s un­

s h ine was brilliant a nd their cha racteristic bri g ht yellow gree n 

coloratio n was ve r y evi d en t. Swarm s of five to 10 butterflies 

were see n while ma ny were sca tt e red in the moving col u mn , 

wi th a definit e lead gro up and f requent chang i ng of posi-

sm all s warm fl yi ng from west to eas t. The time of thi s activity 

was 11 .45 a m. Figure 1 s how s the fli g ht palCer n s ob se r ved fo r 

P. stati ra at Tabl e land and at C hamps F leurs. Trinidad , West 

Indie s. 

Base d on the observat ions of these three days it wou ld 

appear that thi s annual m ig ratio n of P. statira fo ll owe d t he west 

to east d i rection ( Fig . l ) but occ urred in Augus t ( 1995) rather 

th a n in June , t he mo nth rain y season begins, as reported b y 

Barcant ( 1970). It is c lea r that th e migratio n o f thi s butterfly 

populati o n must be advantageous to th e s pec ies. For example, 

migrat i on prov ide s a means of avoiding adverse environme n­

tal co ndition s a nd thu s ma y e nhan ce fi nd in g alternative habi­

tat s, the re by inc reas in g th e butt e rfl y'S li fe -hi story options. 

However , migration carries cos ts as we ll as benefits. 
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ti ons as indi v idual s mo ved in a zigzag p a tt ern withi n the 10° ____ + ________ ) 
gro up . It i s es tim a te d th at over 9.000 P. statim butt e rflie s 3d 
we re observed mi g rating in a n easterly di rec t ion with numer-

o u s pairs observed co pulatin g o n the wing. A t n oon rai n 

began falling w hi c h res ulted in the complete cessa tion of 

flight. As the rains s ub s id e d at 12:45 p.m . the swarm in g activ-

it y re -e m e rged until 2 .05 p.m. after w hi c h o nly a f ew s tr ag­

g le r s co uld be observed. 

O n Sunday 20 August, 1995 act i vit y bega n a t 10.00 a.m. 

but th e den s it y of th e s wa rm was considerably reduced. On 

both da ys num e rous butte rfli es were observed feed in g on the 

ne ctar of both orna me ntal an d wi ld fl owers alo n g th e road­

s id e. The co lumn of P. statira was followed by car a long the 

Napa rim a M aya r o Road and nume rous clusters were observed 

drinki n g f r o m puddl es and p oo ls o f wa ter at Po o le and San 

Pedro. I n ad d itio n , m a n y P. statim were see n as fa r eas t as 

May aro, located o n th e so uth eas tern coast of Trinidad. 

(Fi g. ] l. 

I n additi o n . o n Monday 22 Augu st 1995 while dri vi n g 

a long the Ea s t e rn Main Roa d at Champ Fleurs I obse rv e d a 

N 

dl{;J,'fi:,p.!;(.: : ...... . ~:'i;.{,,~i(;: •.. : ' .... .... '. . .. 
-', .. : .... t, .• ~~ .: :.; .. ',.:.:.:::;:'" 

~ Possible source of butterflies 

o Likely track of migrating buHerflies 

Moyoro 

Figure 1. Map of Trinidad showing path of migration of Phoebis statira 
butterflies in August , 1995. 



32 Living World 1997-1998 

These include: 

a. t he actua l metabolic cos t wh ich involves the uti­

lization of ene rgy to support flight: 

b . r i sks o f increased predation and not finding a 

sui ta b l e habitat, and 

c. potential reproductive cos t ow in g to increased 

time to firs t oviposition, decreased energy reserves 

ava i lable for re pr oduction, s h ortened lifespan, 

and/or a decrease in overall fecundity. 

Ho weve r , the observations of cop ulating pairs of P. statira 

at Tab lela nd and Cham p Fleurs sugges t a n oogenes is-fl ight 

syndrome wh ich also has been observed amo ng ma n y in sects 

( Rank in and Burchsted 1992). Th is behaviour activity (copu­

lat ion) s uggests that swa rmin g increases or enhances maJe­

fema l e contact and thus provides be tt er co pul ating opportu­

n it ies. In addition, with migration, the weak and gene ti cally 

inferior ind iv idu als usua ll y die, o r fa il to successfully join the 

swarm o r mate, thus , leaving o nl y rob ust males w ith repro­

ductive vigour to copulate with females, thereby improving 

the P. statira genet ic const itut ion . 

It should be no ted that P. starira butterflies were observed 

mi g rating a nd copu lati ng a t the same, time t hu s providing a n 

evo l ved adva nt age. for in mos t populat ions flight and repro­

duction are physiologically an t ago ni s ti c ( Rankin a nd 

Burchsted 1992). Thu s, w h en the P. statira migrants arrive a t 

th ei r new habita t they a re ready t o begin repro du ction imme-

dia te l y and any reproductive delay due to mi g ratio n are min­

imized. In addit ion, based o n these three observat ions we are 

un ab l e to d e t erm i ne th e exac t breed i ng habitats of P. statira 

but their eas t wa rd mig r a ti on suggest that new habitats are 

fou nd. However, it is unlikely that the next ge neration woul d 

migrate fu r ther eastward because this wou ld t a k e the butter­

fly population over the Atlantic Ocean (Fig. I ). There is a pos­

sibili ty that follow i ng t he eas t ward migration and copulat ion 

the P. statira popu latio n may migrate wes t wards but this 

mi gration event has never been recorded and no literature is 

current l y available on this unique migration pattern. 

It is recomme nded that further o bservat ions be conducted 

on the P. stat ira mi gra ti on patterns, population dyn amics and 

kinetics to examine f urth er the oogenesis-fl i ght syndrome , 

the body size requirements for migration, metabolic cos t s, 

fli gh t fue l s an d the re produ ct i ve cos t of flight. 
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