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ABSTRACT Two species of showy diurnal butterflies of tropical origin were recently found in the city of 
Palermo (Italy). These are: Amauris hecate hecate (Butler, 1866) (Nymphalidae Danainae) 
endemic to the Central Africa from Guinea to South Sudan up to Angola, Tanzania and 
Ethiopia and Siproeta epaphus (Latreille, [1813]) (Nymphalinae) native to Central America 
from Texas to Brazil and Peru. The reporting of these findings and the hypotheses on the pres-
ence of these species outside their natural range is the subject of this work.

INTRODUCTION 
 

In recent decades there has been an greater in-
crease in animal species that are reported as alien 
in territories far from their original ranges. This 
phenomenon is favored by anthropogenic transport 
which allows the movement of large distances even 
for species with poor mobility (Hulme, 2009) and 
by the introduction of alien species that have es-
caped into farms for food or sporting purposes. The 
increase in seasonal temperatures positively con-
tribute to the establishment of more delicate species 
in cold climates (Cannon, 1998; Chown et al., 2007; 
Mally  et al. 2022).  

According to Lopez-Vaamonde et al. (2010), in 
Europe, the number of lepidopteran invasions is in-
creasing; so far, 97 species of non-native Lepidoptera 
have established themselves in Europe (about 1% of 
the known fauna), divided into 20 families and 11 su-
perfamilies; of 78 aliens with a known area of origin, 
Asia contributed first place with the expansion of 

these species, followed by Africa, North America, 
Australasia and the Neotropics. Many of these but-
terflies established themselves in European territory 
and are confined to urban and artificial habitats such 
as parks, gardens and greenhouses. 

In this work, two living specimens of tropical 
butterflies are reported in Palermo (Sicily, Italy) and 
some hypotheses on their presence are provided. 

 
 

RESULTS 
 
Amauris hecate hecate (Butler, 1866)  
 

MATERIALS. ITALY • 1 specimen, Sicily, 
Palermo near Botanical Garden, 9 Oct. 2023, legit 
R. Viviano; live specimen (Fig. 1). 

 
DISTRIBUTION. The genus Amauris Hübner, 1816 

(Lepidoptera Nymphalidae Danainae) listed 17 
species, all endemic to Africa and is distributed 
mainly along the tropical belt while fewer species 
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Šafárik University in Košice in Victoria greenhouse 
for exhibition, research and educational reasons 
(Suvák, 2015). In Palermo, in the 2023 edition of 
the Butterfly House, Siproeta stelenes is officially 
listed on the illustrative poster, but not Siproeta epa-
phus. 

 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
The discovery of these two live specimens in 

Palermo is somewhat unusual and it is possible to 
formulate some hypotheses. 

Regarding Amauris hecate hecate, its presence 
may be attributable to a possible migration, consid-
ering that the species belonging to the Danainae 
subfamily are known for wide-ranging movements 
(Smithers, 1983; Braby, 1991; Choi et al. , 2010; 
Kanazawa et al., 2015; John et al., 2019; Badon, 
2021; James & Kappen, 2021). These movements 
are facilitated by the strong sirocco winds like those 
that characterized the month of October 2023 with 
gusts of 33–74 km\h. Two examples of similar 
transport in Sicily are those of the butterfly Vanessa 
cardui (Linnaeus, 1758) of the Nymphalidae family 
(Menchetti et al., 2019) and that of Campalita 
olivieri (Dejean, 1831) (Coleoptera Carabidae) 
(Sparacio, 2003). 

The second factor, the anthropogenic one, is 
more relevant, as numerous arthropod species are 
actively and passively transported by human activ-
ities (Biscaccianti et al., 2014). Among the possible 
hypotheses of active transport with which both 
Amauris hecate hecate and Siproeta epaphus could 
have arrived in Palermo, there is the growing re-
quest from collectors to keep animals of exotic ori-
gin in captivity, including many of which are 
insects, which could very easily escape from the ap-
propriate terrariums if not carefully sealed, or re-
leased intentionally, as reported on the Legambiente 
Animal Help website (2024). However, within this 
context, events for scientific educational purposes 
such as “The Butterfly House” could represent a 
further hypothesis of introduction, considering the 
numerous species bred within them of American, 
Asian and African origin. Despite the accuracy in 
closing these tents, a possible escape cannot be 
ruled out; officially, about that, the 2023 edition did 
not include those belonging to the Amauris genus 
among the species present or even Siproeta epa-

are present in subtropical and temperate areas; 
caterpillars of many species are related to plants of 
the Apocynaceae family (Williams, 2020 and cited 
references). Amauris hecate hecate is endemic to 
the Central African band that goes from Guinea to 
South Sudan up to Angola and Tanzania; in 
Ethiopia is recorded A. hecate stictica Rothschild 
& Jordan, 1903 (Williams, 2020).  

REMARKS. The family of Nymphalidae listed 12 
subfamilies, 40 tribes, 559 genera and approxi-
mately 6400 described species distributed world-
wide (Wahlberg et al., 2009; Chazot et al., 2021). 
The subfamily Danainae is widespread almost ex-
clusively in tropical or subtropical regions, only a 
few species also live in temperate zones (Williams, 
2020). 

In Sicily there are numerous observations of a 
well-known species belonging to same subfamily, 
Danaus chrysippus (Linnaeus, 1758) observed sev-
eral times in nature both in the adult and larval 
form, which develops on plants of the Asclepi-
adaceae family (Arnone & Romano, 1991; Grillo, 
1999; Pisciotta et al., 2008). 
 
Siproeta epaphus (Latreille, [1813]) 
 

MATERIALS. ITALY • 1 specimen, Sicily, 
Palermo, 14 Mar. 2024, live specimen pho-
tographed by A. Carapezza (Fig. 2).  

DISTRIBUTION. The genus Siproeta Hübner, 1823 
includes three species: Siproeta epaphus lives in 
areas between Mexico and Brazil; Siproeta stelenes 
(Linnaeus, 1758) has a more extensive range that 
goes from the Antilles to the southern United States 
and from Brazil to Uruguay; Siproeta superba 
(Bates, 1864) is widespread  from southern Mexico 
to Honduras and also to Costa Rica 
(https://www.butterfliesofamerica.com/L/t/Siproeta
_a.htm).  

REMARKS. The subfamily Nymphalinae (family 
Nymphalidae) is widespread worldwide with 496 
species in 56 genera (Liu et al., 2023).  

In Sicily this subfamily is well represented by 
numerous taxa, such as Melitaea Fabricius, 1807, 
Aglais io (Linnaeus, 1758), Vanessa cardui (Lin-
naeus, 1758), V. atalanta (Linnaeus, 1758), etc. 
(http://www.farfalleitalia.it/).  

In Europe, Siproeta epaphus and S. stelens, are 
reported only from Botanical Garden of Pavol Jozef 
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Figure 1. Amauris hecate hecate from Palermo city, Italy, 8.3 cm wingspan, dorsal and ventral view.



phus. A further  intentional introduction is the re-
lease of butterflies during weddings and funerals in 
many continents of the world including Europe; 
generally the species related to these initiatives are 
Vanessa cardui and Danaus plexippus Linnaeus, 
1758 (New, 2008), but the release of other species 
cannot be ruled out. In Colombia, in this regard, 
Siproeta epaphus and other species are released 
during celebrations (Constantino, 2006). 

 Another anthropic hypothesis is linked to pas-
sive transport via plants and vases of Afrotropical 
origin. Considering the large number of introduced 
alien species (Wittenberg, 2005; Cochard et al., 
2010), it is potentially attributable to the transport 
of the caterpillar or chrysalis which, having reached 
our latitudes, completed their metamorphosis and 
then flew into the surrounding area. 
 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
I thank Ignazio Sparacio (Palermo, Italy) for en-
couraging me in writing this work, Salvatore Surdo 
(Trapani, Italy), Lucio Morin (Verona, Italy), Mar-

cello Romano (Capaci, Italy) and Attilio Carapezza 
(Palermo, Italy) for their help. 
 

REFERENCES  

Arnone M. & Romano M., 1991. Nuovi reperti di Da-
naus chrysippus (Linnaeus, 1758) in Sicilia (Lepi-
doptera, Danaidae). Il Naturalista siciliano, 15: 
161–166. 

Badon J.A.T., 2021. Notes concerning the migration of 
Euploea (Lepidoptera: Nymphalidae: Danainae) on 
Palawan Island, Philippines. Philippines. News of of 
the Lepidopterists’ Society, 63: 190–191. 

Biscaccianti A.B., Zilli A., Antonucci R., Zapparoli M., 
2014. Gli Artropodi alloctoni del Lazio. In: Monaco 
A., 2014 (ed.). Alieni. La minaccia delle specie al-
loctone per la biodiversità del Lazio. Palombi & Part-
ner, Roma, 30–39. 

Braby M.F., 1991. Migration of Euploea core corinna 
(WS Macleay) (Nymphalidae: Danainae) in northern 
Queensland, Australia. TheAustralian Entomologist, 
18: 143–146. 

Cannon R.J.C., 1998. The implications of predicted cli-
mate change for insect pests in the UK, with empha-
sis on non-indigenous   species. Global Change 

ROBERTO VIVIANO82

Figure 2. Siproeta epaphus from Palermo city, Italy (photo by A. Carapezza).
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