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Bukit Batok bug

The beetle made news last month when hundreds

appeared in Bukit Batok. Experts from the Lee Kong
Chian Natural History Museum and the Department

of Biological Sciences at the National University of
Singapore have managed to identify the insect
with the help of Dr Paul Skelley, a beetle expert

based overseas.
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Size
® 5mm or smaller than
a rice grain.
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Where else it
can be found

u South China,
Australia and countries
in the region, such as
Vietnam and Myanmar.

What it eats

u Likely feeds on decaying plant matter
in the soil. Other Ataenius species live in
decaying leaf litter in woodlands or feed

on the roots of plants, like grasses.
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Predators

w Spiders, rats, birds, fish and lizards,

among others.
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a harmless beetle

Carolyn Khew

The mystery bug that plagued
Bukit Batok residents has been
identified as a harmless beetle
which does not even bite.

But what caused their sudden
outbreak last month remains un-
clear.

Experts from the Lee Kong Chi-
an Natural History Museum and
the Department of Biological
Sciences at the National Universi-
ty of Singapore have found out
that the insect is the Ataenius aus-
tralasiae.

About the size of a rice grain,
the black-winged critters were
seen in large numbers at three
blocks of flats at Batok Batok West
Avenue 8 at night, congregating
at the lights in the void decks and
common corridors. They then
simply dropped dead, leaving
huge piles of carcasses to clear.

“The sudden outbreak is still a
mystery but now that the species
is known, we can trace the possi-
ble sources. The immediate trig-
ger is usually environmental,”
said Dr Hwang Wei Song, muse-
um officer at the Lee Kong Chian
Natural History Museum.

Experts identified the beetle af-
ter studying its morphology and
using DNA sequencing. They
then sought the help of entomolo-
gist Paul Skelley, who works for
the Florida State Collection of Ar-
thropods, to confirm their find-
ing.
Dr Skelley said that these bugs
have no “chewing mouth parts”

and so cannot bite. But the way
their legs hold on to surfaces can
cause scratches, which people
may think are bites.

“They do not carry any known
disease, are not venomous and
cannot harm humans,” he said.
“When numerous, adult beetles
are only a nuisance pest.”

To prevent future outbreaks, re-
search needs to be done to find
out where the beetle grub lives
and to “alter the conditions that
lead to the great increase in num-
bers”, he added.

“Sometimes, outbreaks are the
result of the species recently com-
ing into an area where it has no
natural enemies,” said Dr Skelley.

Jurong Town Council general
manager Ho Thian Poh said that
while the town council has
combed through open spaces,
trees, rooftops and areas surround-
ing the blocks, it did not detect
any breeding grounds.

The beetles were observed to
have flown in from across the
road towards the open field near
the affected blocks.

Corridor and void deck lights
facing that open field have since
been covered with yellow cello-
phane paper so as not to attract
the insects.

Residents said that they now
see far fewer of these insects.

Said 29-year-old Simoh Goh, a
financial consultant who lives at
Block 170, one of the three affect-
ed blocks: “Initially, we were con-
cerned, but we realised they don't
bite so they're pretty harmless.”
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