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Insects and Environment- A species of moth in the 

backyard 

by 

Prof. B. K. Agarwala 

The planet Earth has bountiful of plants, animals, and micro-organisms all of which are 

essential for each other and for the survival and sustenance of about 7.5 billion human 

population. Whereas the human population has been increasing in several parts of the world, 

the same is not true of non-human living organisms. In fact, most of the wild life are decreasing 

in diversity and abundance. These also include a large number of insects, spiders, and worms 

which constitute about 75% of all the known animals on the Earth today. We are all familiar 

with ants, mosquitoes, houseflies, bees, cockroaches, grasshoppers, butterflies, moths, 

earthworms, and web-making spiders which can be noticed in our gardens, inside our living 

rooms, roadsides, and parks.  

Insects make up about 70% of all the animal diversity we know today. Many insects 

are quite attractive and raise curiosity about their size, shape, colour and a variety of foods 

these eat. Unlike cockroaches, houseflies, and mosquitoes which prefer domestic environment 

and live in human habitats, there are insects like butterflies, moths, dragonflies, damsel flies, 

grasshoppers, and water-loving insects that live in open space and enjoy sunlight. Dark, moist, 

smelly and storage spaces in dwelling places are liked by smelly ground-dwelling insects like 

cockroaches and ants which get plenty food strewn or stored in an average living space of warm 

environment. These insects hide in nooks and corners, and creeks and crevices of unclean 

rooms. Harmful flies like mosquitoes and houseflies take shelter on walls, clothes and any other 

surface of our living rooms where these can fly all over. Female mosquitoes suck our blood 

while male mosquitoes feed on fresh or decomposing fruit or flower juice. We can avoid these 

insects by keeping our homes and neighbourhood clean and exposure to sufficient sunlight.  

Through these columns, I shall introduce some interesting facts about insects which are 

environment-friendly, relatively fewer in number, live in open spaces, and are important for 

our environment. People of all ages would be interested to known about them and are likely to 

encounter one of these in their garden or neighbourhood. In the first of the series, I shall talk 

about butterflies and moths.  

Moths and butterflies make up a large group of insects that are known by about 18000 

species from different parts of the world. These insects are unique in having membranous wings 

covered with tiny scales. These are often colourful and bear several spots of different shapes 

and sizes. These characters help in their recognition or identification. Butterflies are active in 

daytime, mostly during the rising phase of sunlight in the morning. Adults feed on nectar of 

flowers and fly around in sunny morning to get warm and collect nectar and pollens. Females 

lay eggs on the leaves of plants which will be the food plant of baby butterfly, called larva or 

caterpillar. A caterpillar looks very different from a butterfly as it can not fly and remain 

attached to the plant selected by its mother. During its life of about 12-24 days, depending on 

different kinds of butterflies and their different sizes, a larva or caterpillar eats leaves and gain 

in weight. Once it attains maximum growth, caterpillar shrinks and changes into a form called 

pupa. This life stage is very dull and inactive, and continue for 6-9 days in different species. 
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In this stage, all the characters of a caterpillar undergo complete change and transform in to a 

butterfly which has two pairs of wings and a pair of antennae in the head, three pairs of legs, 

and has the ability to fly. Adult butterflies have a lifespan of 6-8 days which is less than half 

the development time of a caterpillar. All butterflies and moths act as pollinating insects, which 

means pollens from flowers in which these insects feed on stuck to body parts and are 

transferred to plants of the opposite sex which is necessary for fertilization. Bees and wasps, 

and most flies also help in pollination. Flowering plants depend on pollinating animals to 

transfer their pollens from one plant to other plants. Without these pollinating animals, plants 

will never form seeds. Most of the agriculture and forest plants depend on pollination by 

insects.  

Now, about a species of moth which I noticed in the small garden of my quarter at 

Kunjban tilla. A bright yellow caterpillar covered with long spiny hairs all over its body was 

noticed attached to a branch of tulsi (Ocimum species) plant (see figure 1). It measured about 

8cm long, and found eating tulsi leaves. A search of literature revealed this caterpillar to be a 

species of Yellow Tussock Moths which are common in warm areas of south and south-east 

Asia. There are many species of tussock moths. Tussock means tufts or bunch of hairs. 

Caterpillars of this moth can be seen feeding on leaves of plants like guava, mango, cashew, 

cinnamon, mustard, acacia among many others. Deep yellow and bright colour of spiny hairs 

of the caterpillar make it look alarming and easily distinguishable from a distance. This 

property helps in its protection from birds which consider such insects as poisonous and avoid 

to feed. This is called a defensive mechanism. Poisonous chemicals present in the food plants 

are assimilated by the caterpillars and make these insects taste toxic and look alarming. Thus, 

caterpillars of yellow tussock moth are distasteful and when touched, its spiny hairs secret tiny 

droplets of poisonous chemicals that can cause quick reaction in the skin resulting in rashes, 

pain, and inflammation which may last for 1-2 hours. Children are more vulnerable to reactions 

than the adults. If you happen to see such a caterpillar in your garden or neighbourhood, do not 

touch or disturb it. Adult moth which develops out of this caterpillar (figure 2), however, is 

harmless and is active in night. Winged moths are bright yellow in colour with hairy legs and 

short feathery antennae. Wings have wavy white lines. These moths can be found resting on 

leaf in our backyard and act as pollinating agents of flowering plants. A pollinating agent is 

necessary for the production of seeds and fruits which are responsible for birth of new plants.  

 

(Author is the Chairman, Tripura State Pollution Control Board) 


