
Distribution and ecology of the Banks Peninsula Tree Weta, 
Hemideina ricta. 

A thesis presented in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 
Masterate of Science in Ecology at Massey University. 

Adult male Hemideina ricta on tree stump, 
Fishennans Bay, Banks Peninsula. 

Jacqueline Anne Townsend 
1995 



I 

Acknowledgements 

I thank the following people for their input and advice, not necessarily in order. Firstly 

to my supervisors at Massey University, Ors Ian Stringer and Murray Potter, who helped 

with field work, and contributed knowledge, constructive criticism and assistance where 

necessary. To the people at the Department of Conservation, Ors Greg Sherley and Ken 

Huey and Euan Kennedy, for their advice, assistance and for providing funding which 

was crucial for the project. Thanks also to the local Dept. of Conservation staff at 

Akaroa, Alastair Hutt and Robin Burley for their assistance and help with local 

knowledge. Thanks to the countless landowners for their willingness to allow us access 

to their land and for their keen interest in the survey. 

I appreciate the assistance from Dr Larry Field and Peter Johns of Canterbury 

University, for their help at the inception of the study, and for their advice and 

continued interest. 

To Barbara Brown for her much needed assistance and good humour, during the summer 

survey, and her partner Geoff Spearpoint for their hospitality. A big thanks to Hugh 

Wilson and the Maurice White Native Forest Trust, who were able to provide local 

accommodation and advice, and to Tim Galloway and Sara Kooy for their hospitality 

also. 

Thank you to my parents who have proof read and provided help and support both 

financial and other. To Guy Vickers for his assistance in the field, and continued 

encouragement and support throughout the whole thesis. Also to the many friends who 

managed to visit the Peninsula while I was there. 

Thank you to the numerous people who provided assistance with statistics: Drs Alastair 

Robertson, S Ganeshanandam and Russell Death, and Dale Towers. Thanks also to Liz 

Grant for the elegant drawings, Jens Jorgensen for the construction of the artificial 

retreats, Petra van Kan and Erica Reid for their help with formating of the thesis. 



II 

Abstract 

Comparative morphology. Hemideina ricta and H. femorata were assessed for their 

morphological similarity. H. ricta adults were found to have significantly longer and 

wider heads in both sexes and longer cerci in adult males. The tibial length of adult 

female H. femorata was significantly longer than in H. ricta. Thorax width, thorax 

length and ovipositor length did not differ significantly between the two species. 

Habitat and distribution. H. ricta and H. femorata are predominantly allopatric on 

Banks Peninsula, with H. ricta being found on the outer eastern portion of Banks 

Peninsula and on the inner Akaroa Harbour while H. femorata is located on the inner 

Akaroa Harbour and westward from here. The two species overlapped altitudinally, 

but H. femorata was not found above 450 m asl whereas H. ricta was discovered 

from 20 m to 806 m asl. H. femorata showed a strong preference for kanuka habitat 

whilst H. ricta had a broader preference for kanuka, mixed broadleaved hardwoods, 

fallen totara and broadleaf logs and old fenceposts . 

Refuge occupation. The refuges where H. ricta and H. femorata rested during the 

day were assessed for their similarity. Both species preferred galleries formed by 

beetle larvae as these probably offered the greatest protection from predators. Weta 

were also found in splits, under the bark of trees, in rotten logs and in the forks of 

trees. Significantly more galleries were occupied by H . ricta adults, compared to 

juveniles, that occupied areas under bark and in splits. There was no significant 

difference in the refuges occupied by adult and juvenile H. femorata. 

Behaviour. The nocturnal behaviour of H. ricta in captivity and in the field was 

investigated. Their activity in captivity was significantly greater. H. ricta were 

observed moulting, ovipositing, mating and fighting in captivity whereas in the field 

none or only a few of these activities were recorded. H. ricta in captivity also spent 

more time perching on logs and foliage compared to field situations. It is probable 

that temperature influenced this result because H. ricta showed elevated activity and 

a greater variety of activity with increased temperature in the field. 
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Feeding preferences. The comparative feeding preferences of H . ricta and H. 

femorata were assessed on five commonly located mixed broadleaved hardwood tree 

species. H. ricta and H. femorata consumed significantly different amounts of the 

selected plants as did juvenile and adult weta. More Parsonsia was eaten by H. ricta 

and more Pittosporum was eaten by H. femorata. In addition, significantly more 

Parsonsia was consumed by adult male H. ricta compared to juvenile males. There 

was no significant difference between preferred plant between the sexes. 
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