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Description and Biology of the Pest

The first sign of a potential alfalfa caterpillar (Colias
eurytheme) outbreak is the influx of large numbers of yellow
or white butterflies in late spring or early summer. The
butterfly reaches 1 inch long with a 2 inch wingspan. Its
wingsareyellow, orange, or whitewithablack border onthe
upper surface and are solid white or yellow on the under-
side. When butterflies are seen flying over a field of tall
alfalfa, they have probably justemerged fromthatfield. They
will remaintofeed onflowersand mate, butthe femaleswill
move intoalfalfalessthan 6inchestall tolay eggs. White 1/
16 inch long eggs are laid singly, standing on end on the
upper leafsurface, and hatch into small%zinch long, brown
larvae with black heads in 3 to 10 days.

The alfalfa caterpillar soon turns green and grows
rapidly to 1 % inches long in approximately 2 weeks, de-
pending on the temperature. Seven generations occur be-
tween May and October. Older, larger caterpillars have a
prominent white stripe which runs along each side of the
body. The alfalfa caterpillar can be distinguished from the
beetarmyworm by its hairy or velvety green body surface.
Viewed with ahand lens, the beetarmyworm hasasmooth
body. The alfalfacaterpillar pupahangs from alfalfastems
by silkenthreadsor restson leaves. The caterpillar overwin-
ters as a pupa which changes from a gray green to yellow
color as it transforms into the butterfly that emerges the
following spring. The life cycle of the alfalfa caterpillar is
closely synchronized with the hay cutting cycle, taking
about one cutting cycle to complete. Four to seven genera-
tions occur between May and October.
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Damage

Alfalfacaterpillarsconsume large portions of foliage or
entire leaves. Larger larvae are the most destructive. In
contrast to beet armyworms, alfalfa caterpillars do not
skeletonize leaves and will consume the leaf midrib, nordo
they cause flagging in which alfalfa terminals dry up and
turnwhitish-grey incolor. Alfalfacaterpillar feeding dam-
age ismost severe when eggsare laid inrecently cut fields,
and large populations of developing larvae defoliate the
crop beforeitreaches maturity. When infestations occur in
halfto full grown plants, growers can harvestearly toavoid
seriousdamage.

Biological and Cultural Controls

Conserve and encourage natural enemies of the alfalfa
caterpillar by avoiding unnecessary insecticide applica-
tions. General predatorsincluding damsel bugs (Nabisspp.),
bigeyed bugs (Geocorisspp.),and spiderswill consume eggs
and larvae of the alfalfa caterpillar. The most important
natural enemies of the alfalfacaterpillar are naturally occur-
ring insect pathogens and parasitic wasps including
Trichogramma semifumatum and Cotesia medicaginus. C.
medicaginis is a dark brown to black wasp about 1/4 inch
long thatovipositseggsinside early instar caterpillars. The
egg hatches, and the wasp larvae consume the body con-
tents ofthe caterpillar beforeitreachesinchlong. Parasit-
ized larvae are lighter in color, somewhat shiny lacking
their velvety body surface, and swollen toward the rear. If
the parasitized caterpillar is pulled apart at this swollen
region, the shiny white parasite larvae is exposed.

Naturally occurring insect pathogens of the alfalfa
caterpillarinclude the bacteriaBacillus thuringiensis (Bt) and
a virus. Dead bodies of caterpillars infected with either
disease are dark colored, and limp, often hanging from
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leaves. Bt insecticide can give satisfactory control of the
alfalfa caterpillar, has no effect on beneficial insects, and
has a 0 day post harvest interval. Upon ingesting Bt, the
caterpillars cease feeding but may remain on plants 3to 4
daysbefore dying. Btapplication does not provide satisfac-
tory control of the beetarmyworm. Effective cultural control
can be achieved by cutting the crop early to avoid serious

damage, yet achieving acceptable hay yields.

Monitoring and When to Treat

When yellow and white alfalfa butterflies first appear
in May, start checking fields for alfalfa butterflies. Large
numbers of yellow or white butterflies flying above short
alfalfa provides a good warning signal for possible prob-
lems later in the cutting cycle. Take sweep net samples
starting when the alfalfa is half grown (more than 6 inches
tall). Monitor fields weekly from June through September.
Make 5 sweep counts at four or five locations in the field,

noting the percentage of parasitized and diseased caterpil-
lars. Check two or three times a week if heavy populations
begintodevelop. Check caterpillars for parasitism by pull-
ing heads off larvae, squeezing out the body contents, and
looking for Apanteles larvae. Treat for alfalfa caterpillars
when5to0 10 non-parasitized or disease free caterpillarsare
collected per 90 degree sweep (or 10 per 180 degree sweep)
morethan 1week priorto cutting alfalfa. Once alfalfaenters
summerslump, and hay tonnage and quality decline, grow-
ersmay not be able to justify the cost of insecticide applica-
tions for caterpillar control.
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Currently Registered Insecticides for Altalfa Caterpillar in Arizona

Insecticide

Preharvest Interval

Other Restrictions/Remarks

Bacillus thuringiensis, Bt
(Biobit, DiPel, Javelin)

0 days

Caterpillars cease feeding,
but may remain for 3-4 days

(Lock-On, Lorsban)

1 pint = 14 days
2 pints = 21 days

Carbaryl 3 days (4L, 50W, 80S) Do not apply to wet foliage
(Sevin) 7 days (Oil ULV) Apply only once per cutting
1 int =
Chlorpyrifos /2 pint = 7 days One application per cutting

Four applications per season

Cyfluthrin

One application per cutting

(Ambush, Pounce)

>0.1 Ib. a.i. = 14 days

(Baythroid 2) 7 days 11.2 fluid oz/acre/season limit
Cyhalothrin 7 davs One application per cutting
(Warrior) Y 0.96 fluid oz/acre/season limit
Malathion 0 days (EC) Do not apply when bees are working
(Cythion) 7 days (Cythion) fields.

Methomyl 7 davs Ten applications per crop
(Lannate) y (3.6 Ibs. a.i./acrel/crop).
Methyl Parathion i Do not apply during bloom.
(Pencap-M) 15-20 days Hazardous to bees.
Permethrin <0.1 Ib. a.i. = 0 days 0.2 Ib. a.i./acre/ cutting limit.

Toxic to bees and fish (see label).

Please Note

The information given herein is for educational pur-
posesonly. Referencetocommercial products or trade names
is made with the understanding that no discrimination is
intended and no endorsementby the University of Arizona
Cooperative Extensionisimplied.

These suggestions are not intended to take the place of
product labels. The user must accept responsibility to ob-
tain, read, understand, and follow all product label instruc-
tions. Label violations can lead to civil and criminal penal-
ties, unmarketability of crops, and could contribute to can-
cellation of product labeling.

Any products, services, or organizations that are mentioned, shown, or indirectly implied in this publication do not imply

endorsement by The University of Arizona.



