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INTRODUCTION 

Cutworms are the larvae (young 
stages) of a moth called 
Agrotis ipsilon. They live in 
the soil where they feed on a 
wide range of plant material 
during the night. Often, they 
chew through the stems of young 
seedlings at, or just below, 
the soil surface. When they 
are present in large numbers, 
they can cause a considerable 
amount of damage, and control 
measures are often necessary. 

DESCRIPTION AND LIFE CYCLE 

The adult moth is about 22 mm 
long. It has a dark grey body, 
forewings of mid-brown to black 
with paler outer margins, and 
hindwings of a pale to creamy 
brown with well-marked dark 
veins. The eggs are creamy 
white, changing to reddish yel­
low and then blackish before 
hatching. They are dome­
shaped, about 0.5 mm in dia­
meter, with 30-40 vertical 
ribs. They are laid singly or 
in small groups at the base of 
the stems of plants or on the 
soil surface. 

On hatching, the larvae remain 
in the soil during the day and 
come out onto the surface to 
feed at night. Here they chew 
the bases of the stems of 
plants, particularly young 
seedlings. Often the stem is 
completely chewed through and 
the seedling appears as if it 
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Cutworm adult (topl and larva 
(bottom) siiown about .1. 5 times 

their natural size 

has oeen cut off at ground 
level. Tne length of the lar­
val stage varies from a few 
weeks to several months depend­
ing on the food supply. The 
mature larva is about 45 1llin 

long, slate-grey or dark green 
in colour with a shiny, greasy 
looking skin. When disturbed, 
it usually curls up quickly to 
form a circle. Pupation occurs 
in cells i~ the soil from which 
the adult motfi finally emerges. 

ECONOMIC IMPORTANCE 

Cutworms feed on a large vari­
ety of seedlings, often causing 
consideraole losses. They are 
widely distriouted in Papua New 
Guinea occurring both in the 
lowlands and in the highlands. 



CONTROL 

Physical control 

Seedlings can be protected 
against cutworms by placing a 
barrier around them. The meth­
od is useful for people with 
small gardens, or those who 
live a long way from town and 
cannot get chemicals easily. 

The barriers are made by cut­
ting off the tops and bottoms 
of old (fish or meat) tins; or 
by cutting the bottoms out of 
old plastic cups. 

Barriers using old tins 

l) Collect as many tins as you 

need. Cut out the top and the 
bottom with the type of tin 
opener shown in the picture 
below. This gives a clean cut. 
The wrong type of tin opener 
has been used on the tin on the 
right. Unless the tins are cut 
properly, they will disturb the 
roots of the seedlings when 
they are taken away later on. 

V X 

2) Place a tin over each seed­
ling at planting time. If you 
wait a day or two, it may be 
too late, as the cutworms will 
start eating your seedlings 
almost straight away. 

132 

c) When the seedlings are 
strong, the tins should be 
removed gently, without dis­
turbing the roots. 

Barriers using plastic cups 

1) Use a knife to cut the 
bottom out of the plastic cup. 

2) Place a plastic cup over 
each seedling at planting. If 
you wait a day or two it may 
be too late. 

I 

( 

3) When the plants are strong 
remove the plastic cups. You 
will find that they can be 
removed easily, but take care 
not to disturb the roots. 



Chemical control 

Cutworms can be controlled by 
drenching (soaking) the soil 
around the bases of the seed~ 
lings with either DDT or lin­
dane. Care should be taken 
that these two insecticides do 
not touch the leaves of the 
plant. Alternatively, a soil 
drench of either insecticide 
can be applied to the ground 
before the seedlings are 
planted out. 

Damage caused to cabbage seedlings 
by cutworm larvae 

DDT should be used at a strength 
of 0.1%. To prepare this, add 
40 ml of DDT 25% Miscible Oil 
to 10 litres of water. 

Lindane should be used at a 
strength of 0.02%. This is 
prepared by adding 12.5 ml of 
Gammaphex (16% w/v lindane 
emusifiable concentrate) to 10 
litres of water. 
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FURTHER INFORMATION 

Further information on the con­
trol of cutworms can be ob­
tained from your nearest D.P.I. 
entomologist or didiman. Ento­
mologists are based at: 

PORT MORESBY 
D.P.I., P.O. Box 417 
KONEDOBU 
Tel: 214699 Ext. 255 

LAE 
Agriculture Research Centre 
Bubia, P.O. Box 73 
LAE 
Tel: 424933 

MT. HAGEN 
Kuk Agricultural Research 
Station, P.O. Box 339 
MOUNT HAGEN 
Tel: 551377 

KIMBE 
Dami Oil Palm Research Station 
P.O. Box 165, KIMBE 
Tel: 935194 

RABAUL 
Lowlands Agricultural Experiment 
Station, P.O. Keravat 
E.N.B.P. 
Tel: 926251 or 926252 

Copies of this Entomology Bul­
letin are available from: The 
Publications Officer, Publica­
tions Section, D.P.I., P.O. Box 
417, Konedobu. 

The revision of this entomology 
bulletin is based upon information 
previously published in Aiyura 
Bulletin No. 13. 


