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Fall Armyworms and 
other Moths

In my last newsletter, August 30, I reported that Fall 
Armyworm (FAW) moth trapping captures had been 
increase over a few weeks in several counties across the 
Texas High Plains (Gray, Hale, Lipscomb, Moore, 
Ochiltree, Parmer, and Randall Counties). The moth trap 
catches the last two weeks continue to be as high or 
higher than that reported in the last newsletter. Also, these 
counties listed have had FAW high numbers of trap 
catches all summer long. Dr. Pat Porter reported a 
dramatic increase of FAW numbers in his trap at 
Lubbock this week. Blayne Reed, IPM Extension 
Agent for Hale and Swisher Counties, is finding 
increased numbers of FAW larvae, adding to a mix of 
corn earworm (CEW) and FAW in sorghum heads. 
With a broad range of maturities with some fields ready 
to harvest and others in flowering to soft dough growth 
stages, there still is a need to scout for caterpillars in 
those fields that are still developing grain. We generally 
refer to caterpillars in sorghum as sorghum 
headworms, regardless of the species. This primarily 
consists of both CEW and FAW in the Texas High 
Plains. In more humid areas in east Texas the sorghum 
webworm becomes a part of the headworm complex.

Control of headworms is influenced by the size of the 
caterpillars and the species present. In sorghum the size 
of the larvae is important to the economic 
threshold. Unlike cotton where control is 
best when applications are made when larvae 
are < 1/4 inch long, control decisions in 
sorghum as based on when larvae are 

between the 1/4 to 1/2 inch (medium size) and > 1/2 
(large larvae). This difference in when to control larvae 
in cotton compared to grain sorghum is largely due to 
better spray coverage of the grain sorghum heads. Also 
from previous studies, 80% of larvae < 1/4 inch long 
die and do not cause much damage to the kernels.  
Medium size larvae, likewise, has, equally, as high a 
percentage of mortality. The larvae that do survive to 
become > 1/2 inch has the greatest chance of 
completing development and will consume 83% of the 
total grain eaten the different larval stages. Therefore, 
the economic injury level is based on the # of medium 
and large sized larvae. I previously provided 
information about the calculations for sorghum 
headworm economic threshold in the August 9 issue of 
the Panhandle Pest Update newsletter (http://
amarillo.tamu.edu/files/2010/11/PPU-2013-
v5i9-8-9-2013.pdf). Within this newsletter are links to 
a website and an android app for headworm economic 
threshold calculators.

Control should be better the more open the sorghum 
heads. Still, the larger the caterpillar is, the more 
difficult it is to get good control, even with the better 
spray coverage on sorghum heads. And, with all things 
being equal, CEW larval control with pyrethroids is 
generally better than FAW control. This makes proper 
identification of larvae important to selecting 
insecticides for headworm control.   
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Top: Fall armyworm
Bottom: Corn earworm
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The fall armyworms could also be a threat to early 
planted wheat.  The following statements about fall 
armyworms in wheat are taken from the Texas A&M 
AgriLife Extension publication “Managing Insect and 
Mite Pests of Texas Small Grains” E399:

“Early planting of small grains increases the risk of fall 
armyworm infestation. When large infestations occur on 
other hosts, fall armyworm moths may deposit egg masses 
in seedling small grains. Small larvae feed on the leaf tissue, 
creating tiny “window panes” in the leaves. Larger larvae 
consume entire leaves and are more difficult to control. 
Control is suggested when there are four or more larvae 1 
inch or longer per square foot and when their damage is 
threatening the stand. Delaying planting can reduce 
damage when there are large infestations in other host 
crops or when dry conditions limit the attractiveness of 
other hosts.”

Other Moths

There has been a diverse number of caterpillar species 
this growing season. On August 17, I reported the 
smartweed borer as a possible candidate for moths seen 
fluttering around milo. Since then, there have been 
calls about heavy infestations of different caterpillars.  
These have been identified as hornworms, 
yellowstriped armyworms (YSAW), and garden 
webworms (GWW). The hornworms were feeding on 
purslane while the YSAW and GWW were feeding on 
pigweeds. Both the YSAW and GWW are general 
feeders and have a long list of host plants ranging from 
field crops, vegetables, and weeds. The YSAW 
primarily consume leaves but will eat cotton bolls, 
beans, tomatoes, etc. Also, garden webworms are 
foliage feeders, ‘skeletonizing’ leaves, and will spin 
webbing over the foliage. The GWW are members of 
the Crambidae family along with European corn borers 
and Southwestern corn borers. Robert Bowling e-
mailed a picture of a moth that he says they are 
everywhere.  I noticed similar moths yesterday in 
Amarillo and I believe they are the garden webworm, 
based on comparisons to photos of garden webworms 
at Bugguide.net, (http://tinyurl.com/k9r3xef). 

Yellowstriped armyworm, photo by Pat Porter

Garden webworm, photo by Ed Bynum

Yellowstriped armyworm, photo by Pat Porter

Garden webworm, photo on the left from Robert 
Bowling and photo on right from Bugguide.net.
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