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Caterpillars on Melky Trees 
Norfolk Island Regional Council (NIRC) recently received reports from the community of 
caterpillars defoliating Melky trees at the Cemetery and in Ball Bay Reserve.  There have 
also been reports of the caterpillars feeding on some of the Norfolk Island Euphorbia plants 
in Bumbora Reserve, and other plants within Two Chimneys Reserve. 
 
Council is waiting on confirmation from entomologists from the Department of Agriculture, 
Water and the Environment, but it appears very likely that the caterpillar is Castor semi-
looper (Achaea Janata (Linnaeus)), which is widespread throughout the tropical and 
subtropical pacific, in Australia and the Orient.   
 
There are records of Castor semi-looper from the 1970s on Norfolk Island from Owen Evans 
(also in Ball Bay) and from Margie Jowett, who “reared the larvae on the native 
euphorbiaceous Exocoecaria agallocha” in 1974.  The species was also found as a moth in 
a light trap during sampling for the 2012-2014 Norfolk Island Quarantine Survey. 
 
The caterpillar has been recorded on a variety of food plants within its range, but Castor Oil 
Plant and Croton are listed as the preferred host plants, and plants from the family 
Euphorbiaceae are preferred.  Exocoecaria agallocha (known as Melky Tree on Norfolk 
Island) is named as a food plant for the caterpillar in New Caledonia.  The caterpillar can 
consume most of the leaves on the host plant during population outbreaks. 
 
The caterpillars can be highly variable in terms of colour pattern from greyish brown to 
black, and a number of colour variations have been observed on Norfolk Island during the 
current outbreak.  
 
The adult moth is about 1.5 centimetres long with a wingspan of 5 to 6 centimetres. The 
forewings are brownish-grey and the hindwings grey with a bright spot of black and white 
near the tips. 
 
There are several natural parasites of the Croton semi-looper caterpillar, including wasps 
and egg parasites.  The use of pesticides as a first response to control the caterpillars could 
inhibit the ability of natural predators and parasites to achieve “natural” control during an 
outbreak, as pesticides can have an impact on natural parasites too.  An example of a 
natural parasite to the Croton caterpillar on Norfolk Island is the Ichneumonid wasp, known 
on Norfolk Island as Horse Stinger. 
 
Council would like to thank the community for taking the time to report the discovery of 
these caterpillars within our public reserves. 
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