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Armyworms






Spodoptera

Armyworms are the caterpillars of various moths, mostly belonging to the genera Spodotera. Armyworm is a devastating migratory pest that causes major food insecurity to poor households in East Africa that grow cereals on smallholdings as their main food source but have little or no access to affordable control measures. Outbreaks are expected after late rains in the hot season.

Armyworms can damage a wide range of plants; cereals, grasses, beans, cabbage, cucumbers, tomatoes etc.

The caterpillars feed on the leaves leaving holes, cutting off leaf tips, leaf margins, leaves and even the plants at the base. Armyworms are mostly found on the underside of young leaves. When the adult caterpillar is disturbed it drops on the ground.

The adult moth lays between 10-300 eggs on the leaves. Hatching takes 2 to 5 days and the eggs change colour from white to dark brown. First the caterpillar is grey-green in colour with white yellow stripes down its back. Later the caterpillar changes to black with thin blue lines down the middle of the back and yellow-green lines outside the blue lines when fully grown. The underside looks green. The head has a characteristic V mark. The caterpillar measures 2 to 3 cm long. The caterpillars move into the same direction together, hence the name: armyworm. 

Between 14 to 32 days the caterpillars, in drylands, pupates in the ground near the base of the plant. In wetlands, they pupate on the plants or grassy areas along the field borders. The pupa is 13.0 to 20.0 mm long, it is dark brown and stays for 7 to 21 days. The adult is either greyish black with black markings on its forewings or pale red-brown with fewer markings on the front wings or it has pale red-brown forewings with two pale round spots. Its hind wings have two colours; dark red-brown on top and white underneath or the hind wings are lighter than the forewings. The wingspan is roughly 28 mm.

Young larvae have two pairs of prolegs. They have brown to orange head with an A-marking. They are grass green with grey dorsal stripes. The body of mature larva has shades of green, grey, brown, pink, or black with dorsal or sub-dorsal longitudinal light grey to black stripes or clear yellow stripes running along the entire length of the body. They are 31.0 to 45.0 mm long.

The adult feeds, mates, and migrates at night and rests in daytime at the base of the plant. The larvae feed in the upper parts of the plant on cloudy days and at night.
Armyworms favour green sappy growth of plants. This usually occurs after a long period of drought followed by heavy rains. 

Management practices

· Light traps can monitor populations of moths and caterpillar afterwards. A light trap is a monitoring tool and is not an effective in controlling the moth. Light traps help to predict if an outbreak is going to happen.

· Encourage predatory animals, like birds insects. They feed on different stages of the life cycle of armyworms. Maintaining the natural surroundings with breeding places, trees, shrubs. Night birds and bats feed on the armyworm moth. Lacewings, wasps, and spiders eat the caterpillars.

· Do not burn or overgraze grasslands that are the natural habitat and food store of the caterpillars. Burning often causes outbreaks because as soon as temperatures rise, eggs are laid in large quantities on the fresh new grass. Also if their natural habitat and food is unavailable they will attack other crops.

· Rake up fallen leaf debris to eliminate daytime hiding places for armyworms.

· Spraying with hot pepper solution might be beneficial.

Biological control:

· nucleopolyhedrovirus (NPV),

Control:

· Fallen fresh fruits from Neem (Azadirachta indica) are collected. The flesh around the seeds should be removed. The remaining shred is washed. Seeds are dried in airy conditions to avoid formation of mould. Seeds are shelled. Finely grated, soaked overnight in water and filtered afterwards. 2 to 50 g of neem powder is used for 1 litre of water. This solution is sprayed on infested plants.  

· Pick the flowers of Pyrethrum (Chrysanthemum cinerariaefolium) on a warm sunny day when the flowers are fully open. Pile the flowers up in the sun to warm through. Then spread out to dry in the shade. Grind flowers to dust. Mix 20 g of the powder with 10 litres water. Liquid soap can be added and apply the mixture immediately on the plants. If the powder of flowerheads need to be stored, this should be done in an airtight container in the dark. Light reduces the effectiveness of the flowers.

· Armyworms can be repelled by using the plant Murraya paniculata. A bunch of cut branches is placed in one corner of the field in such a way that the smell of the plant spreads over a wide area. This will repel the armyworms and suppress their activity.

· Take 3 bulbs of garlic and grind these finely. Mix the resulting pulp together with some kerosene and let it stand for two days. Then add a tablespoon of finely chapped soap and 10 litres of water. The substance should be stirred well and filtered before spraying. 

· Collect 100 g off the outer pulp from the Melia azedarach tree seeds. Mix this 100 g of pulp into 10 litres of water. Apply on the pest. This recudes the ability of the insects to emerge as butterfly. The mortality occurs slowly. 

Traps suitable for seedbeds or nurseries.

Traps can be constructed as follows. A trench about 60 cm wide and 45 cm deep is dug along the side of the seedbed/nursery. Armyworms fall in the trench and cannot crawl out. The armyworms can easily be destroyed by rolling a log backwards and forwards over them, or the trench can be filled with straw or similar materials and set on fire.
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