Maize stemborer

Maize stalkborer (Busseola fusca)  Maize stemborer(Chilo Partellus)

The maize stalk and stem borer is common in Africa, mostly in areas above an altitude of 700m.

The caterpillar has black spots on it’s back and is pink in colour. When fully grown it reaches about 4 cm. White eggs are laid in batches on the underside of leaves in columns stretching from the stem. The eggs turn darker when aging and hatch into a larva after 10 days. The larvae is black when young. The caterpillar crawls to the base of a leaf and eats the plant tissue. They bore into the stem where they feed themselves until fully grown. Just before pupating a mature caterpillar (35 days old) cuts a hole in the side of the stalk. Pupation in a brown sack takes 10 days and a brown night-flying moth emerges through the hole in the stem. The moth is roughly 2.5 cm long and has a wing span of about 3.5 cm. 

Moths are most attracted to plants 3-4 weeks old. During full moon most activity of the moth is found.

Mainly maize and sorghum are attacked but young caterpillars can also be found on grasses and cereals.

Young caterpillars bore into the main stem and leave holes and windows in the leaves due to their feeding and mining activity. When infestation is early and heavy, the growing point can be damaged by feeding larvae resulting in a dead-heart effect. The plants than produce small maize cobs. Feeding also disrupts the nutrient and water supply. This weakens the plants.

Management practices

· Light traps can provide useful information about the population of moths and therefore of caterpillars. Light traps help to predict if there is going to be an outbreak. 

· Sow two week before a full moon. Plants most attracted to the moths 3-4 weeks are less available.

· After a severe outbreak, stubble should be ploughed into the soil or burnt to kill any remaining larvae. 
· Infected plants should be removed and composted or used as fodder.
· Crop rotation separates the pest in space and time from its host plant. Pests life-cycles are interrupted by depriving them of their food source. It is best to rotate crops which have few common enemies.

· Growing a maize-cowpea (or other legume) mixture reduces the incidence of the maize stalk borer.

· High intercropping with sunflower or climbing beans will give protection against the attack of the moth. 

· Plant one month after first rains or one month before first expected rains to avoid a high moth population. A high moth population is found during the first rains.

Natural enemies

· Some predators are its natural enemies; ants, praying mantis, ladybird beetles, rove beetles and spiders.

Control

Experience from Tanzania suggest that Tephrosia sprays can effectively control the Maize Stemborer, when applied once eight to nine weeks after planting.

· Take 200 gram of Tephrosia Vogelii (Fish bean) leaves for every litre of water. Pound the leaves and branches and add the water. Leave it to soak overnight. Filter the mixture with a cloth. The residues can be used as a mulch. Before spraying some soap is added as a sticker. Spraying frequency depends on pest occurrence. If pest occurrence is high twice a week is recommended. 

· Dust ashes into the funnel of young maize plants. Never do this on hot days.

· Cow urine: First urine needs to be collected. Then it must stand for 2 weeks in sunlight. 1 part urine to 2 parts water is a general guideline for killing caterpillars but the farmer can experiment (care should be taken to not burn tender leaves with too high a concentration).

· Fallen fruits from the Neem tree (Azadirachta indica) are collected. The flesh is removed from the seeds and any remaining shreds washed away. The seed is carefully dried in airy conditions (in sacks or baskets), to stop them becoming mouldy. When needed, the seeds are shelled, finely grated, then soaked overnight in a cloth suspended in a barrel of water. There should be 25 to 50g of powder per litre of water. Spray onto the underside of leaves.
· Pick the flowers of Pyrethrum (Chrysanthemum cinerariaefolium) on a warm day when the flower are fully open. Then pile this up into small heaps in the sun to warm through. Spread out to dry on thick mats in a shady area. If they are to be stored, they need to be kept in an air-tight container in the darkness. Light reduces the effectiveness of the flowers. Pyrethrum is a contact poison, it repels pests and acts as an antifeedant. 

Pyrethrum powder: Grind flowers to a dust. Use pure or mix with a carrier like talc or lime. Sprinkle over infested plants. 

Pyrethrum liquid: Mix 1 to 1.5kg pyrethrum flowers with 3kg liquid soap and 100 litres water. Strain through a sieve or cloth and use immediately as a spray. The soap increases the effect of the pyrethrum four times. Use potash based soft soap that is used for washing dishes and not the modern washing powders that contain caustic soda which will harm plants.

