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Current Risk Status in Fiji:
Medium to High

Body Type:
Slug, no shell

Description & Distribution

Size:
Adults up to 5 cm in length

Special points of
interest:

o Veronicellid slugs are notori-
ously hard to identify . Fiji's S.
plebeiais most readily con-
fused with Semperula wal-
lacei.

o With breeding in the wet sea-
son S. plebeiacan reach high
population densities in dis-
turbed habitats.

o S. plebeia is an important
agricultural pest. It is ranked
in the top 10 mollusc species
with potential to have major
pest significance for the
United States.

Description

Sarasinula plebeia (Fischer, 1868)
is a relatively large shell-less
slug. The upper surface (notum)
is leathery and can sometimes ap-
pear pitted. The body form is flat-
tened and becomes more elon-
gate when the animal is alive and
crawling. The notum colour is
generally light to dark mottled
brown with no pale stripe. Like
all members of its family a mantle
cavity is absent. The pneumo-
stome (breathing pore) is very
small (Shea 2006) and located at
the posterior, under the notum.
The head has two pairs of tenta-
cles; the upper pair have terminal
eyes. The tentacles are hidden
under the notum when the slug is
inactive. Because of its surface
texture, mottled brown colour and
elongated oval shape, S. plebeia
is sometimes referred to by the
common name “Caribbean
Leatherleaf”.

Source and location of photographs:

G. Brodie (Viti Levu) & P. Ryan

Distribution

Sarasinula plebeia is native to Cen-
tral America however it is now
widely distributed throughout the
Americas and the Pacific. According
to Barker et al. (2008) this species is
widely distributed across the Fiji
Islands.

Habitat & Behaviour

Habitat

Sarasinula plebeia is generally
found in moist leaf litter or or-
ganic material on the ground, or
under stones or rotting logs in ar-
eas relatively close to human
habitation. It is also found to be
arboreal on low vegetation. In Fiji,
S. plebeia is found in low to mid-
land disturbed forests, planta-
tions, grass lands and gardens
(Barker et al. 2005).

Behaviour

Sarasinula plebeia is nocturnal, hid-
ing during the day. According to
Rueda et al. (2002) the species is
most active between 2 to 4 am and
individuals can travel up to eleven
metres in a single night. It has also
been recorded that these slugs can
bury themselves to depths of 25cm
to 1 metre during the dry season
(Garcia et al. 2007).
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Biology

Sarasinula plebeia is an hermaphrodite i.e. indi-
viduals are able to function as both male and fe-
male during their lifetime. If kept in isolation,
self-fertilization may occur (Rueda et al 2002).
The species lays eggs (oviparous) and produces
1 - 4 clutches per year that average ~ 30 eggs.
The species regulates its food intake in response

to water and diet quality. Reproduction is gener-
ally high during the rainy season with maturity
reached at ~ 2.5 months (Garcia et al. 2007).
Populations in Mexico are known to increase sub-
stantially during heavy continuous rain and this
phenomenon has also been observed in Fiji.

Threats & Similar Species

Threats

Sarasinula plebeia is an agricultural pest on nu-
merous crops and can be extremely abundant
(Cowie et al. 2009). The species is a polyphagous
herbivore (feeds on a variety of plants) but pre-
fers young leaf tissues and soft stems. S. plebeia
is the most important pest of bean crops in Cen-
tral America. It is also a known pest in several
overseas countries for sweet potatoes, cucurbits
and nursery mahogany (Rueda et al. 2002, Garcia
et al. 2007, USDA 2010).

S. plebeia is a possible vector in Fiji for parasites
like the rat lung worm Angiostrongylus cantonen-
sis, which can cause meningoencephalitis in hu-
mans. The species is also known as an interme-

diate host for the related nematode, A. costaricen-
sis, which causes an inflammatory disease of the
intestine in humans (Rueda et al. 2002).

Similar Species

Two other introduced veronicellid slugs occur in
Fiji. S . plebeia is most similar to Semperula wal-
lacei, but the latter is smaller, generally paler
brown and with an indistinct pale stripe running
longitudinally over the mantle (S. Gomez pers.
comm.). Laevicaulis alte is larger and darker, with
a pale stripe running longitudinally over the man-
tle. These slugs are very variable in body colour-
ation however they are readily distinguished by
their internal anatomy, especially that of the re-
productive system (Gomes & Thomé 2001).
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