CARNIVOROUS PLANT WITH A CARNIVOROUS INSECT
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Abstract: Carnivorous plants and carnivorous animals can compete with one another for prey. In this
example a Praying Mantis is eating a tree frog while clinging to a Sarracenia pitcher.

The Praying Mantis is an animal that we cherish and protect in our yard! Every year, the outdoor
Sarracenia collection houses several of them during the fall (Front Cover). They are attracted to
the plethora of insects that the collection attracts. As long as they don’t get rained on or sprayed
accidently when the plants get overhead watering, the Praying Mantis will hang out around a group
of traps and stay there for several weeks while they feast on a variety of prey. Despite being er-
roneously known for pest control, these fascinating predators eat both the good insects as well as
the bad ones: they don’t care what it is as long as it’s alive, moving and it doesn’t kill them before
they kill it.

Are the Praying Mantids benefiting the North American pitcher plants, are they forming a para-
sitic relationship, or do they have a net neutral effect on the plants? The jury is still out, and perhaps
we have to look at things case by case. One can argue the plants are unaffected, at least in my en-
vironment here in Northern California, since pretty much every trap is filled to the brim with prey.
On the other hand, if there isn’t much prey in the environment to begin with, then using the traps
could be perceived as a parasitic relationship, since the Mantids are essentially stealing potential
food from the plants. Under most circumstances, the Praying Mantids are hanging around the traps
and catching insects that would otherwise not get captured: many of the insects that visit the pitchers
don’t ever get caught.

Our backyard was historically a seasonal wetland, and we have augmented the pre-existing
groundwater recharge basins such that standing water sits on the property long enough for frogs
to reproduce. During the late winter/early spring, there are so many tree frogs croaking all at once
that it hurts your ears! As a result, we have an absolute abundance (or over-abundance?) of native
tree frogs in our area. Our yard is probably near carrying capacity for them, so in this case, losing
a few to the Praying Mantids isn’t going to negatively affect the frog population overall. As fellow
carnivorous plant expert Jeff Greene put it so eloquently, “it’s crazy how much brutality goes on out
there in those plants. They create such a diverse ecosystem.” Maybe the rare sighting of the frog
being eaten is nature’s way of balancing itself out.
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Front Cover: Praying Mantis consuming a tree frog while hanging out on a Sarracenia
leucophylla ‘Wilkerson’s Red Rocket’. Photo by Michael Wang. Article on page 31.

Back Cover: Drosera barrettiorum (pink flowers) and D. aurantiaca (orange flowers)
growing side by side along a creek at Prince Regent River National Park, Kimberley,
Western Australia. Photo by Andreas Fleischmann. Article on page 15.
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