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The South Australian sundew is a carnivorous plant that utilizes a capturing mechanism to
provide itself with sustenance and nourishment. It captures its prey using tentacles that have a
touch-sensitive head. When the head encounters movement, it activates a contracting




mechanism (which is not yet fully understood but has two hypothesized mechanisms of its own)
in the cells of the tentacle. The catapult mechanism is unique to this carnivorous plant; many
other plants rely solely on the stickiness of their centers to trap prey. When the head becomes
activated certain cells on the end closest to the plant body extend while cells farther out on the
tentacle contract, causing the tentacle to bend upwards. In a 360-degree motion, the tentacle
launches the prey to the center of the leaf. The movement of these snap-tentacles is a one-time
motion. The tentacles cannot be utilized more than once due to hypothesized snapping of cells
during the elongation/contraction process. The triggering of the head on the tip of the snap-
tentacle is also highly precise; the head will not be triggered by vibrations from prey already
trapped and must be activated via a ground-to-tentacle interaction.

The usefulness of these snap-tentacles is that they position the prey in a more vulnerable
position in the center of the glue-tentacles, which reside in the middle of the trap leaf. These
glue-tentacles then take two minutes to pull the prey in deeper and its active enzyme enables the
plant to decompose the insect and utilize its nutrients to the fullest.
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“Fast snap-trapping and suction of prey are two of the most spectacular examples for how
these [carnivorous] plants actively catch animals, mainly arthropods, for a substantial nutrient
supply. We show that Drosera glanduligera, a sundew from southern Australia, features a
sophisticated catapult mechanism: Prey animals walking near the edge of the sundew trigger a




touch-sensitive snap-tentacle, which swiftly catapults them onto adjacent sticky glue-tentacles;
the insects are then slowly drawn within the concave trap leaf by sticky tentacles.” (Poppinga et
al. 2012: 1)

“Each spoon-shaped trap leaf develops numerous glue-tentacles towards the centre and
about 12-18 marginal snap-tentacles extending from the lamina margin. Both tentacle types are
touch-sensitive, and their bending motions towards the centre of the trap are triggered by
mechanical stimuli on the respective tentacle heads. Capture of walking prey takes place in two
steps: First, animals that touch a snap-tentacle trigger its fast catapult-action and the prey is first
lifted and then thrown onto the sticky central part of the leaf. Subsequently, glue-tentacles draw
the prey into the depression of the deeply concave leaf. This slower second step lasts about two
minutes...

Snap-tentacles are 6.3+2.2 mm (n = 11) long, bilaterally symmetric and each carry a raised
gland (that does not produce mucilage) on the terminal disc [11] (Fig. 2). Triggering the head
entails an initial post-stimulation phase without movement (about 400 ms). Snap-tentacles move
by deformation of their hinge-zones [7] (Fig. 2a and b) which are situated next to the broadened
tentacle base. Excised tentacles were observed to bend by 360 degrees, but when attached the
motion is blocked halfway by the central part of the leaf.” (Poppinga et al. 2012: 3)
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