North Queensland Naturalist 51 (2021)

Observations of Little Red Flying-fox (Pteropus
scapulatus) feeding on sap of Eucalyptus
resinifera (Small-fruited Red Mahogany)
Patrick De GeestA and Alan GillandersB
A

PO Box 839, Atherton Qld 4883, Australia. Email: patrick@eyesonwildlife.com.au
B

2 Mather Road, Yungaburra Qld 4884, Australia

Abstract
In north Queensland, the Yellow-bellied Glider (Petaurus australis) makes incisions in
the bark of Eucalyptus resinifera (Small-fruited Red Mahogany) to access the sap
that flows from these cuts. It is known that other bird and mammal species feed at
these incisions including the Spectacled Flying-fox (Pteropus conspicillatus), but there
is no published record of Little Red Flying-fox (Pteropus scapulatus) doing the same.
Here we report observations of Little Red Flying-foxes feeding on this sap and provide
evidence of agonistic interspecific interactions between it and the Yellow-bellied
Glider at a sap-tree.
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In north Queensland, incisions in the bark of
Eucalyptus resinifera (Small-fruited Red Mahogany)
are made by the nocturnal Yellow-bellied Glider
(Petaurus australis) to obtain sap as food (Fig. 1;
Smith & Russell 1982; Quin et al. 1996). These
incisions are visited during the day by a wide
variety of birds to obtain sap and insects attracted
to the sap (Chapman et al. 1999). A variety of
nocturnal mammals have also been observed
visiting the incisions including Broad-toed Feathertail Glider (Acrobates pygmaeus), Common
Brushtail Possum (Trichosurus vulpecula), Striped
Possum (Dactylopsila trivirgata) and Krefft’s Glider
(Petaurus notatus) (observations by PDG and AG),
along with the Spectacled Flying-fox (Pteropus
conspicillatus) (Rupert Russell, personal communication). In this note we report an additional species
of nocturnal mammal visiting the incisions to feed,
the Little Red Flying-fox (Pteropus scapulatus;
hereafter LRFF), along with interactions between it
and the gliders.
On eight evenings after dark during November and
December 2020, we and another observer who

prefers to remain anonymous observed one or two
LRFF at or near glider incisions on a single
Eucalyptus resinifera in wet sclerophyll forest
between Ravenshoe and Atherton (Table 1; Figs. 2,
3). LRFF were clearly lapping sap (Fig. 2). On at
least six of these evenings, Yellow-bellied Gliders
(hereafter YBG) were also present and often
observed feeding at incisions in the same tree.
Interactions between LRFF and YBG were observed
on three evenings. On all occasions, this involved
YBG attempting, with some success, to displace
LRFF from the incisions. At times these agonistic
interactions involved physical contact that was
potentially damaging to the LRFF (Table 1).
However, on at least two occasions the LRFF held
its position and was able to repel the YBG.
During the observation period, E. resinifera were
flowering and other flying-foxes were often heard
nearby – these are assumed to have been taking
nectar from the flowers.
The LRFF feeding behaviour observed here is very
likely to be opportunistic and rare, or at least
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Figure 1. Yellow-bellied Glider Petaurus australis feeding on sap from
incisions the species has created on Eucalyptus resinifera. All photos are
by Patrick De Geest.
Table 1. Observations of Little Red Flying-fox (Pteropus scapulatus; LRFF) feeding on sap from Eucalyptus
resinifera by Patrick De Geest (PDG), Alan Gillanders (AG) and Anonymous (X).
YBG = Yellow-bellied Glider.
Date

Time start
/ end

23 or
25/11/2020

8.15 pm /
8.20 pm

X

24/11/2020

11.20 pm /
11.30 pm

PDG & AG

31/11/2020

8.30 pm /
9.00 pm

PDG & X

There were no LRFF on the sap-tree when observers arrived. Two YBG were
feeding on sap. At around 8.40 pm a LRFF that had been circling the tree
landed on the tree and made its way to one of the cuts in the sap-tree. PDG
left at 8.50pm. After that time, X saw one YBG attacking the LRFF (much more
seriously than during the first observation). The YBG bit the LRFF repeatedly
on the chest. X expected to see blood or serious injury, but the LRRF flew
away.

2/12/2020

7.35 pm /
7.50 pm

AG

One LRFF landed in an Allocasuarina torulosa. to the north of the sap-tree. It
did not come to the sap-tree. AG returned to the sap-tree later that night and
found a YBG on the tree.

5/12/2020

7.40 pm /
7.45 pm

AG

AG saw one LRFF on the sap-tree, but it left before it could be observed more
closely.

7/12/2020

9.00 pm /
10.00 pm

PDG

PDG found 1 LRFF feeding on sap and 2 YBG feeding in the same tree at other
cuts. One of the YBG approached the LRFF twice and was rushed off by the
LRFF on both occasions. At 9.25 a second LRFF landed on the sap-tree to join
the first LRFF on the same cut. At 9.50 pm both LRFF flew off.

8/12/2020

8.30 pm /
8.45 pm

AG & PDG

One LRFF was feeding at a cut on the sap-tree. It flew off upon arrival of the
observers. It returned to the sap-tree to feed before observers left. One YBG
was also feeding on a cut higher up the sap-tree.

13/12/2020

8.00 pm /
8.05 pm

AG

Observers

Behaviour
Two cuts on the sap-tree were fed at; each by 1 YBG and 1 LRFF.
1 YBG attacked 1 LRFF repeatedly, say every 30 seconds to every minute, not
very seriously, but the RFF held its ground by attacking with its thumb nail.
Upon observer leaving the site the action was ongoing.
PDG & AG found one LRFF on the sap-tree. LRFF was clearly licking the sap
from a cut in the bark of the tree. Images obtained. One YBG higher on the
sap-tree.

One LRFF flew off as AG approached the sap-tree.
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Figure 2. Little Red Flying-fox (Pteropus scapulatus) lapping up sap of Eucalyptus resinifera.
underreported. Our observations add to the known
repertoire of foraging behaviour and food used by
the species. The LRFF is primarily a nectar-feeder
with eucalypts featuring strongly as a food source
(Hall & Richards 2000; Birt 2004). It is highly
nomadic in search of blossom (Welbergen et al.
2020). However, the rewards for sap-feeding may
have been substantial as the behaviour persisted in
the face of strong attempts at exclusion by YBG.
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Figure 3. On only one occasion were two (and never more) Little Red Flyingfoxes (P. scapulatus) observed feeding on the sap-tree at the same time.
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