
the growths appeared to be 
the little cocoons of parasitoid 
wasps. Now, I’d like to tell you 
that I wasn’t mad at these little 
parasitoids for killing my tiny 
new-found friends, and I would 
also love to tell you that I didn’t 
seek revenge. However, once my 
lust for vengeance subsided, I 
thought that this was an excellent 
opportunity to learn more about 
these odd creatures.

Though parasites and parasitoids 
are often thought of as the same 
(mainly due to their similar use 

of other organisms as hosts), 
parasites and parasitoids are quite 
different. Parasites are creatures 
that often do not kill their host to 
sustain existence. They are usually 
much smaller than their host, 
and can use both vertebrates and 
invertebrates as hosts. They often 
have hooks, claws, or sucking 
mouth parts that help them stay 
attached and feed on their hosts. 
Though parasites themselves do 
not generally kill their host, they 
can kill people through the deadly 
diseases they pass on. Common 
parasites are mosquitoes, fleas, 
ticks, parasitic mites, leeches, and 
worms. 

Parasitoids on the other hand 
often have their young develop 
within another living organism. 
Like parasites, parasitoids are 
normally smaller than their 
chosen host. Unlike parasites 
however, parasitoids do normally 
kill their hosts. Due to the fact 
that parasitoids use hosts for 
reproductive purposes, only 
female parasitoids use a host 
organism. These hosts are usually 
selectively chosen. The parasitoids 
target only certain species (or 
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very closely-related species) of 
invertebrates as incubators for 
their young. The larva inside 
the host not only eats the host 
from the inside out, but can 
prevent the host from properly 
developing. Certain species use 
chemicals to control the host and 
make it a living zombie. Some of 
the most common parasitoids 
include flies, beetles, worms, 
and some wasps. Wasps alone 
have about 100,000 members of 
their species that are parasitoids. 
Probably the most well-known 
member of this group that lives 
here in Sycamore Grove Park is 
the tarantula hawk. 

The tarantula hawk wasp has a 
vibrant blue body and orange 
hued wings. Its body can be 
upwards of 2 inches long, 

Parasites and Parasitoids
As the resident butterfly guy, I recently collected three small 
anise swallowtail caterpillars I found feeding on some native 
yampah. After a few days, I noticed that each of the little 
caterpillars had stopped eating and strange growths had 
emerged from each of their sides. Upon closer inspection, 
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Gypsy Moth Caterpillar with Parasitoids 
Photo by György Csóka

See a video Ranger Glen took of 
a tarantula hawk dragging a 
spider into a hole here!

https://youtu.be/yBhIKUqX2nQ
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Ranger-Led
Programs

Experience	nature	and	history	in	a	special	way.	Programs	are	
generally	1	-	2	hours	in	length.	A	$3	donation	is	requested.	A	$7	
parking	fee	is	charged	at	Sycamore	Grove	Park.

Evening Bird Walk
Saturday, August 5                                                      6:30 pm
We’re mixing it up a bit for today’s bird walk. Instead of heading out in the early morning, we’ll wait until 

the birds go out for dinner. Last summer delivered some rare (for Sycamore Grove Park) species in the 
Nature Area, so that’s where we’ll be. Due to possible extreme temperatures, please RSVP to pcole@larpd.
org. Ranger Patti will then be able to contact you in advance if the program needs to be canceled due to a 
park fire weather closure.

Ranger Patti Cole  Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance

Leaping Lizards
Sunday, August 13                                                      2:00 pm
Summer time is reptile time.  We have already had programs on turtles and snakes so here it is - a 

program on lizards!  They are some of our most easily-seen reptiles here in Sycamore Grove.  Come learn 
about the lizards found in our area as well as some others from around the world.  There will be live 
specimens for us to look at.

Ranger Dawn Soles  Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road)

Tracking Club
Saturday, August 19    6:00 pm
All are welcome to join the new Sycamore Grove Tracking Club as we talk about all things tracking! We’ll 

share our knowledge and learn how to cast tracks in plaster. This program is intended for adults and 
supervised kids age 10 and older. Well-behaved younger children are welcome to attend with their family.

Ranger Doug Sousa  Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Young Scientists Creek Survey
Saturday, August 26                                                   10:00 am
Water is on everyone’s mind these days, and it doesn’t do us much good if it’s polluted! To see how 

clean our water is, come help with a creek survey. We will take scientific measurements and do a benthic 
macroinvertebrate survey (also known as a waterbug hunt). Good for ages 8 and up, RSVP by emailing 
valleywilds@larpd.org.

Ranger Darren Segur  Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road)

Continued	on	Page	3

Quick Look:
 
Evening Bird Walk (RSVP) Saturday, August 5  6:30 pm

Leaping Lizards  Sunday, August 13  2:00 pm

Tracking Club  Saturday, August 19   6:00 pm

Scientists Creek Survey Saturday, August 26  10:00 am

Smelly Plants Walk  Sunday, August 27  2:00 pm
 

The 70 Miles challenge will return in September!



Smelly Plants Walk
Sunday, August 27                  2:00 pm
Join us for an olfactory adventure where we will 

follow our noses to find interesting plants and 
animals in the park. This will be a slow-paced walk 
of no more than a mile. All ages are welcome, 
but trails are dirt and gravel so strollers are not 
recommended. If you have not been to the nature 
area entrance before, please email valleywilds@
larpd.org for directions to this special area.

Ranger Amy Wolitzer
Sycamore Grove Park, Nature Area Entrance
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More Programs (continued)

Autumn Junior Rangers (Ages 9 - 12)
Selected	Saturdays,	Sept.	-	Dec.
Registration	Opens	August	23!

Hiking, camping, playing games, exploring 
nature, learning outdoor skills, plus lots of fun 
awaits kids who join the program. Jr. Rangers 
(ages 9 - 12)  meet for 7 Saturdays from 
September through December, including one 
overnight campout and two day trips.  Most 
meetings are held at Sycamore Grove Park 
Reserved Picnic Area. 
LARPD Activity # 7121.301 Fee: $260

Introductory Mountain Bike Skills Clinic
Saturday	August	26,	10:00	am	-	12:00	pm
Registration open now!
Practice quick stops, tight turns, riding over logs and 
more on a fun obstacle course with help and tips from 
experienced mountain bikers. After the skills drills, take 
your new techniques and practice on nearby trails! 
Ages 7+. $10 per teen/adult participant. Free for kids 
7 - 13 with a paid adult. Registration required online or 
by calling (925) 373 5700. LARPD Activity # 7122
Led by Heather and Ryan Day
Sycamore Grove Park

Free Ranger-Led Programs (Continued)

Special Programs (Registration Required)

https://apm.activecommunities.com/larpd/Activity_Search/introductory-mountain-bike-skills-clinic/9829


“Together, we are making our communities safer, more 
caring places to live.” - National Night Out, National 
Association of Town Watch

Do you know your neighbors? Do you know any of 
the city officials, police officers, fire fighters, or park 
rangers who serve your community? 

If you answered “no” to any of the above, you need 
to check out the Livermore National Night Out 
event in your neighborhood.

If you answered “yes” to any of the above, you need 
to check out the … you get the idea.

National Night Out is a great community-building 
event, which promotes police/community 
partnerships, with the goal of ultimately making 
each neighborhood a better place to live. If you 
have the opportunity to meet your neighbors and 
get to know them in a casual, fun setting, watch 
each other’s children play games together, or share 
in a family game of egg toss, you are more likely to 
have a cohesive, caring neighborhood.

In addition to socializing with your neighbors, 
National Night Out also gives us all a chance to 
meet our community leaders, police, fire fighters, 
and rangers. Throughout the evening these officials 
and first responders visit the various neighborhood 
events, chat with folks, answer questions and 
interact with the kids. (Check out the Livermore 
Police Department National Night Out 2016 
Youtube video.)

National Night Out grew from the National 
Community Watch Groups Association. It originated 
more than 30 years ago with 2.5 million neighbors 
and 400 communities participating. By 2013 those 
numbers had increased to 38 million people and 
16,000+ communities.

In 2014, Livermore had 31 neighborhoods hosting 
events. The number of participating neighborhood 
parties grew to 42 the following year and 54 last 
year. This year the goal is 70.

National Night Out

According to the Livermore Police Department, 
“Some neighborhoods have block parties, BBQs, 
potlucks, ice cream socials, and kiddie-related 
activities such as bounce houses and water balloon 
races. Each neighborhood event will be visited 
by members of the Livermore Police Department, 
Livermore-Pleasanton Fire Department, City of 
Livermore representatives such as the Mayor, City 
Council Members, City Manager, and Department 
Heads, Livermore Area Recreation and Park District, 
or the California Highway Patrol.”

Over the past three years, LARPD Park Rangers have 
also visited many of the neighborhood events. Our 
rangers have brought along critters, stickers for 
the kids, animal furs, or other cool items to break 
the ice and get the conversation started. We have a 
great time being there; and from the looks on the 
neighbors’ faces, they are all having a great time, 
too. We look forward to participating again this year.

So please look for a National Night Out event in your 
neighborhood and come out and play, meet new 
friends, or catch-up with old ones.

Find out more about National Night Out here:
https://natw.org/

Check your neighborhood site on nextdoor.com or 
Facebook - or chat with your neighbors - to find out 
if there is an event near you!

By Ranger Patti Cole

Ranger Doug at National Night Out in 2016

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f71aT2WxjIk
https://natw.org/
https://nextdoor.com/
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Articles (continued)

and their stingers can get up to 1/4” long. That 
formidable stinger can deliver people one of the 
most painful stings or bites known in the animal 
kingdom, even though stinging is not its primary 
use.  The female uses this long stinger to paralyze 
her target, namely... a tarantula. The tarantula 
hawk then drags the now-paralyzed tarantula to a 
prepared nest. This is where the wasp lays a single 
egg on the spider’s abdomen and closes the spider 
inside its nest. When the egg hatches, the wasp larva 
burrows a hole into the tarantula’s abdomen. Once 
inside the spider, the larva feeds on the internal 
parts of the spider – somehow knowing not to eat 
vital organs that would kill the spider outright. 
After several weeks of feeding inside its host, the 
larva pupates. When it emerges from the tarantula’s 
abdomen, it is an adult wasp, ready to look for a new 
tarantula of its own to start the life cycle over again.

Wasps are not the only creatures to use other 
animals to incubate their young. One particularly 
complex life cycle belongs to the flatworm. Having 
both parasitic and parasitoid methods, the flatworm 
eggs hatch, releasing the initial larval stage called 
“miracidia”  into a body of fresh water. These 
miracidia get eaten by ram’s horn snails. Once 
inside the snail, the flatworm larva asexually clones 
itself. It replaces the snails’ gonads so that it simply 
produces a second stage of larvae, which is released 
back into the water. This second stage of larva is 
called the “cercaria.” The infected snail can produce 
hundreds if not thousands of these cercaria in the 
water every night. 

Oh…you’d think this is where it’s over, but no; this 
little worm is just getting warmed up. From this 
stage, the larvae seek out a developing tadpole and 
penetrate its flesh. When inside this new host, which 
is beginning to turn into a frog, the transforming 
cercaria interrupt the proper production of the 
tadpole’s rear limbs. The end result is a frog with too 
many hind legs, which are too weak and spindly to 
be of much use.  

Why? Why would this be desirable? Well…I’m glad 
you asked. The point of this entire process was 
not to deform a poor frog, but to reach the final 
place this parasitoid needs to reproduce... a bird’s 
stomach. These excess limbs render these frogs 
incapable of swimming or jumping particularly well 
and thus make them easy meals for frog-hunting 
birds like egrets and herons. Once in the bird’s 
digestive tract, the flatworm matures into an adult 
and begins the life cycle over again, introducing 
its eggs back into the water through the bird’s 
droppings.

Though parasites and parasitoids bring up 
negative mental imagery for most of us due to 
their spread of deadly disease and unsavory 
methods of procreation, they undoubtedly account 
for a vast amount of the biodiversity on planet 
Earth. From caterpillars to crustaceans, the use of 
other organisms to sustain one’s own existence 
(parasites) or to ensure the future of one’s offspring 
(parasitoids) is quite common in the animal 
kingdom.

Tree frog with parasite-induced limb malformation. 
Photo from a paper by Brett A. Goodman, Pieter T. J. 
Johnson

Tarantula hawk dragging a spider.  Photo by Glen Florey

http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0020193

