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In recent years the cultivation of ornamental palms 
(Arecaceae) has increased markedly in northern 
Queensland. Consequently, several insects have 
become important pests, particularly Rhabdoscelus 
obscurus (Boisduval), the cane weevil borer. The lar- 
vae of this beetle feed on various species of palms, 
making the plants unsaleable. Death or lodging of the 
trees may also result. This paper documents its pest 
status, derived from information in the literature and 
from consultation with local growers. 

Although Rhabdoscelus obscurus 
(Boisduval), the cane weevil borer, was 
originally described from New Ireland the 
original range of the species is unknown. 
Zimmerman (1968) believed that R. 
obscurus was probably native to the Pa- - . -  
puan area, and has since spread, its cur- 
rent distribution ranging from the Celebes 
in Indonesia through New Guinea, south 
and east to Queensland, Polynesia, and 
Micronesia and north to Hawaii. Its spread 
is almost certainly associated with the 
transport of sugar cane by man. 

Mungomery (1953) was of the opinion 
that R. obscurus first entered Queensland 
in infested sugar cane directly from New 
Guinea about 1896. Jarvis (1 927) stated 
that it was first noticed in the Mossman 
and Johnstone River districts in 1907, 
spreading rapidly as far south as Mackay 
through unrestricted movement of seed 
cane between mill areas. By the mid 1930's 
R. obscurus was second only to cane beetle 
(Scarabaeidae: Lepidiota spp. and other 
genera) as a pest of sugar cane in Queens- 

land. Some badly infested fields in the South 
Johnstone district had one in three stalks 
affected, with populations of over 250,000 
larvae per hectare (Mungomery 1953). 
Mungomery (1953) believed that R.  
obscurus only reached its current negli- 
gible pest status in the sugar industry when 
preharvest burning of the crop became 
almost universal. This practice destroyed 
most emerging adults gnd milling killed 
most larvae and pupae. 

The first enquiry we received about K. 
obscurus as a pest of palms in northern 
Queensland was related to an attack on 
coconut palm in Cairns in 1977. Since that 
time reports have gradually increased, with 
a large number being received over the 
last two years. Although this undoubtedly 
reflects an increased interest in growing 
palms in the area, long term enthusiasts 
interviewed believed that there was a def- 
inite increase in weevil activity over the 
last 2 to 3 years. The purpose of this paper 
is to provide an information base on this 
weevil and its importance to northern 
Queensland palm growers and to discuss 
the need or otherwise for further studies. 

Life History 

Most literature on the life history of R .  
obscurus relates to sugar cane, especially 
from Hawaii where the weevil is still a 
major pest. The following information is 
largely from Napompeth et al. (1972). The 
adult female chews a cavity about 3 mm 




















