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ASSASSIN BUG

SCIENTIFIC CLASSIFICATION: Animalia | Arthropoda | Insecta | Hemiptera |
Heteroptera | Cimicomorpha | Reduviidae | Reduviinae |
Acanthaspis | Acanthaspis petax

FAMOUS RELATIVES: Wheel Bugs (One of the largest, predatory “true bugs” in North
America, measuring 1.5 inches long), Kissing Bug (A primary transmitter of
Chagas disease to humans, sometimes called a vampire bug since it sucks your
blood)

SIZE: Slightly under '/z an inch.

HOW YOU MIGHT COME ACROSS IT: It is actually hard to find these bugs in nature
because they are so well disguised! Still, you may spot it on a bug safari to
Southeast Asia or Central Africa.

HOW TO IDENTIFY IT: This is where the Assassin Bug gets interesting! The best way to
identify it is to look for a bug that has a heap of dead bugs stuck to it. (We'll
explain more below!)

WHAT IT EATS: Ants and other insects, although it has a special plan for the ants it eats!

WHAT EATS IT: Jumping spiders and other insect/arachnid predators.

LOCATION: ACTIVITY CYCLE: HABITAT:
Malaysia, Central Africa, DAY Jungle
Philippines and Thailan
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW: Before we talk about what makes Acanthaspis
petax unigue among the Assassin Bugs of the world, let’s talk about how
amazing assassin bugs are in the first place.

Assassin bugs are predatory, meaning they
hunt down other insects for their own
nourishment. The fact that they are “true
bugs” is important, because, unlike ants or
bees, “true bugs” have specialized
mouthparts that work like a straw - they
jab it into their food source and suck out all
its juices. Assassin bugs do much the same,
except they stab their straw into other
bugs, inject them with a poisonous saliva
and then slurp out their melted innards.

Acanthaspis petax is an especially noteworthy species of Assassin Bug
thanks to its unique form of camouflage - the corpses of its victims! That's
right, this assassin bug hides from its own predators by carrying around a
sculpted pile of dead ants.

To do so, the Acanthaspis petax first seeks out ants (and only ants) and kills
them by liquefying their insides. Next, it exudes a sticky glue that it uses to
stick the dead ant to its exoskeleton. It continues to add ants until it literally
has a heap of them, ultimately constructing a grotesque backpack that
would do the Grim Reaper proud.

What's strange is that after assembling this
heap of corpses, it goes about hunting
completely different insects! It only wants
ants on its back. It doesn't do this to any
other bug.

So why does the Acanthaspis petax even
bother with this gruesome charade?
Scientists were wondering the same thing,
so they put together a study that found
that these bugs were 10 times more likely
to be attacked by spiders when they were
without their backpack! The scientists theorized that the pile of ants
confuse spiders by creating an unfamiliar profile - if the spiders can't
recognize a shape, they won't attack it!

Across the animal kingdom, it's hard to imagine a more extreme sort of
camouflage than the leftovers of yesterday's lunch!



