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Dune invertebrates

Many readers of Beachcare magazine will be 

well-versed in the benefits of restoring native 

dune vegetation. Now it’s time to spare a 

thought for dune invertebrates.

The name invertebrate covers every animal 

without a backbone of which there are many! 

You might know them better by the term ‘bugs’, 

but to scientists that refers to a particular 

group of insects (and insects are a group of 

invertebrates with six legs). Some of the most 

obvious dune invertebrates are flies, butterflies 

and spiders, but there are also sandhoppers, 

slaters, snails and beetles living in the dunes. 

All of these critters are pieces of the puzzle that 

builds a healthy dune ecosystem.

Pollinators
Pollination is recognised as one of the most 

important ecosystem services provided by 

insects. Roughly 80 per cent of all flowering 

plants are pollinated by animals, including over 

150 crop species. Without these pollinators 

many species we rely on for food would 

become extinct, economies would collapse, 

and thousands of people would starve. This is 

a sobering thought given the recorded decline 

in pollinator species (including the honey bee) 

worldwide.

Honey bees and bumblebees, the most obvious 

pollinators, are actually introduced species. 

Our native invertebrate pollinators are a suite 

of butterflies, moths, flies, native bees and 

wasps. The pretty butterfly pictured above is 

the main pollinator of pohuehue/wire vine. The 

hoverflies, some of which look and sound like 

bees, are another key pollinator of dune plants. 

These animals are providing a valuable service 

to your restored dune. Imagine if you had to 

walk around with a paintbrush every summer, 

pollinating the flowers yourself!

Seed dispersers
Seed dispersers are usually fruit eaters that 

swallow the seed whole, walk to another area 

and ‘deposit’ the seed. These animals are vital 

for spreading the seed of fruiting plants such 

as sand coprosma, pohuehue and five finger. 

Weta are one of our biggest invertebrate seed 

dispersers – often called the ‘invertebrate 

mouse’ by ecologists.

Decomposers 
Decomposers are an often unglamorous, 

misunderstood species. That pesky fly that 

wants some of your sandwich is actually a 

crucial part of the environment. Without 

decomposers our beaches would be littered with 

dead seagulls, seaweed, logs and many other 

unsightly and smelly items. Flies move rapidly 

from apple core to seal carcass, spreading 

bacteria that will do most of the decomposition 

(and a good reason not to have them on your 

sandwich). Their saliva also dissolves their food, 

speeding up the break-down process. 

The common copper butterfly feeds almost entirely on pohuehue/wire vine and is the main pollinator for this and other Muehlenbeckia species.

Ground weta are much smaller and cuter than their tree weta cousins.  
They have an important ecological role as seed dispersers.
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Sandhoppers and sea lice living in the foredune and intertidal zone swarm 

seaweed and other organic matter. Huhu beetles and native termites live 

under and within driftwood in the dunes, gradually turning it into compost 

for the dune plants.

Large beetle grubs are commonly found living under and amongst driftwood.  
This one is a sand scarab beetle larvae.  

Huhu beetle larvae don’t have well-developed legs. 

Herbivores
Some herbivores are pests, such as the garden snail that was introduced 

from Great Britain and is found in almost every habitat in New Zealand. 

Many of them will want to eat your carefully planted restoration works, 

but hold off on the insecticide! A large number of our native herbivores 

are moths; when caterpillars eat the plants and become adults, they 

pollinate the flowers. Moths are also very good food for moreporks and 

lizards. 

Some non-native herbivores are useful too. There are a suite of insects 

that have been introduced to New Zealand as biocontrol agents that seek 

and destroy pest plants. They are the main reason ragwort went from a 

major pasture pest to now being rarely seen. Have a look at Landcare 

Research’s website to see the range of biocontrol agents in New Zealand.

Predators
In every ecosystem there has to be predators. They keep the herbivores 

in check, preventing them from eating all the plant life. There are great 

examples in New Zealand and abroad of herbivore numbers becoming 

unsustainable when the top predators are removed from the system. The 

most famous of these was the eradication of the north American wolf that 

lead to their national parks being nearly destroyed by deer. Invertebrates 

have their wolf-equivalent predators; the aptly named wolf spider is one 

of them. There are many species of wolf spider and they neither spin webs 

nor have venom; instead they chase down their prey. There are of course, 

many spiders in dunes that do spin webs. They include the very rare and 

threatened katipo spider and the beautiful orb web spiders. 

Prey
It almost goes without saying that invertebrates are the main prey for 

many larger animals, including dotterel, oyster catchers, and lizards. Be 

mindful that killing invertebrates might be depriving a lizard of its next 

meal.

Not all spiders are ugly. Male garden orb web spider (left) courting a female (right).
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Restoring invertebrate communities
Restoring invertebrate 
communities
Hopefully by now we have convinced you that 

restoring your dune invertebrate community 

is as important as restoring the dune plant 

community. Fortunately, there are many easy 

ways to do this.

Controlling invasive species
Paper and German wasps are major invasive 

pests and have an estimated $130 million per 

year economic impact in New Zealand (see 

the DOC and Landcare Research websites). 

Where wasps are abundant, the impact on 

invertebrates is immense. In Nelson, researchers 

found that  during peak wasp season the chance 

of an invertebrate surviving was close to zero. 

Wasps will consume between 1.4 and 8.1kg of 

invertebrates per hectare; that is thousands of 

individuals!

Introducing food plants
Diversity is the key. A wide variety of plants will 

provide food for a wide variety of invertebrates. 

Spinifex and pīngao are great for providing 

structure and shelter for invertebrates, but 

aren’t great at providing food. Flowering and 

fruiting plants will encourage pollinators and 

seed dispersers. Fleshy-leaved species will be 

food for grazing invertebrates. Some plants 

fulfil all of these criteria; coastal forest species 

like five-finger, mahoe and coprosma species 

have tasty pollen, tasty fruit and tasty leaves. 

Pōhutukawa is great because it produces vast 

amounts of nectar during flowering – enough 

for invertebrates, tui and geckos!

Clean up wisely
Firstly, a strong pat on the back to everyone 

who picks up rubbish on the beach.

Secondly, some things are best left on the 

beach. Rubbish can be split into two groups: 

inorganic (man-made objects such as tyres, 

plastics, clothing, fishing line) and organics 

(natural objects such as seaweed, logs, dead 

seabirds). All inorganic materials should be 

removed from beaches, but it is wise to leave 

some or all of the organic objects on the beach. 

Driftwood, seaweed and even the occasional 

seagull are great food for native invertebrates. 

See the article in this edition about the value of 

driftwood in duneland environments.

Pohuehue (Muehlenbeckia complexa) produces very fleshy fruit in summer.

A diverse backdune/coastal forest will provide food for a variety of species.
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