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ARMY WORM INVASION 

With fall coming on, Bell County citizens need to be on the lookout for potential outbreaks of armyworms.  The 

above average rains we had in August and September are particularly favorable for high egg survival of the true 

armyworm, the insect that causes the most problems in crops, sports fields, golf courses and home landscapes.  

Armyworms should be controlled when they occur in large numbers or plant damage is excessive. 

Armyworms get their name from the gregarious behavior of the nearly full-grown caterpillars.  In years of 

abundance they are known to form large bands or “armies” of caterpillars munching their ways through prairies, 

farm fields, and even lawns. 

The fall armyworm has four life stages: egg, larva, pupa and adult. It has not shown the ability to diapause so it can 

survive winter, especially when winter is mild like we just had. The adult moths we are now seeing have a 

wingspan of about 1.5 in. The hind wings are white; the front wings are dark gray, mottled with lighter and darker 

splotches. On male moths each forewing has a noticeable whitish spot near the extreme tip. 

The female moth lays very small eggs which are white, in clusters of 50 or more and covered with grayish, fuzzy 

scales from her body. Eggs are seldom seen and are laid at the base of host plants. 

Larvae hatch from the eggs and when full-grown, are green, brown, or black and about 1 to 1.5 in. long. It has a 

dark head capsule usually marked with a pale, but distinct, inverted “Y.” Along each side of its body is a 

longitudinal, black stripe, and along the middle of its back is a wider, yellowish-gray stripe with four black dots on 

each segment. 

Several generations (a generation is the development from egg to adult stage.) occur each year and typically the 

life cycle from egg to adult is 28 days. The cycle can be extended if cooler temperatures occur and can last up to 

several months. Fall populations of larvae often blend together several generations and may appear to be 

continually occurring. 

Feeding larvae strip foliage and then move to the next available food. Besides warm-season turf grasses, plants 

attacked by armyworms include grain and forage sorghum, corn, small grains, sweet potato, beans, turnip, clover, 

spinach, cucumber, potatoes, tomatoes, cowpeas, cabbage, bluegrass and others.  When food is scarce, they will 

move to plants that are not normally attacked so they can be found on nearly any plant as they migrate in search 

of edible foliage. Damage consists of foliage consumption. The small larvae will chew the green layer from the 

leaves and leave a clearing or “window pane” effect. The first three instars do very little feeding while the last two 

instars consume 85% of the total foliage consumed. 



Normally, weather and multiple natural enemies act together to control populations of armyworms. Wasps and fly 

parasites are very effective against armyworms and other predators; such as ground beetles, can also limit 

outbreaks. Birds, skunks and rodents consume large numbers of larvae and pupae, and insect viruses can also be 

important. 

Homeowners who see the large, tan moths in their yards should not be too concerned.  While armyworms can 

damage lawns, they are more likely to build up large numbers in pastures or farm fields and then move into 

adjacent turf grass.  Homes on the edges of undeveloped land or wheat fields are most at risk if the caterpillars 

flourish over the next few weeks.  Damaged areas of lawns appear off-color and eventually turn brown as damage 

progresses from small windowpane strips of damaged leaf tissue to destruction of entire leaves. Armyworms feed 

any time of the day or night, but are most active early in the morning or late in the evening. 

Treat lawns and gardens with a labeled insecticide when leaf damage becomes evident and large numbers of 

caterpillars are visible. Effective, low-impact insecticides include halofenozide (small caterpillars only) and 

spinosad. Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) products are widely available and will selectively control small armyworm 

larvae without harm to beneficial insects; however, Bt residues do not last on turf for more than 1-2 days. 

Conventional insecticide choices for armyworms in lawns include bifenthrin, carbaryl, esfenvalerate, permethrin 

and others. As always, follow all label instructions on pesticide use as well as all restrictions. 

In pastures, hay and crop fields, diligent monitoring is essential.  Walk in your pasture in rubber boots when the 

foliage is wet with dew and the worms will stick to your boots.  You should also look for the clearing or “window 

pane” effect on leaves and the later notched edges on the leaves as the larvae develop. 

To decide when it is worth your time and money to act, keep in mind that in just 2-3 days of feeding an armyworm 

eats 80% of its total intake for development, so it is important to catch the worms in the earliest stage.  Break your 

field into square foot grids and set a threshold of 2-3 worms per grid.  When worms exceed the threshold, apply 

insecticide in the early morning or late evening when the populations are most active.  Consider harvesting 

Bermuda pastures or other forage crops very soon if army worms and detected. 

CABBAGE LOOPERS 

Another pest, the cabbage looper, is appearing in county gardens.  Loopers grow to about 2 inches long and are 

light green in color. They have three pairs of "true" legs behind the head in addition to three pairs of thick or fleshy 

"false legs" located near the back segments of the body. The adult stage is a moth which is a mottled grayish-

brown with a 1.5-inch wingspan. 

Look for loopers on cabbage, broccoli, beets, carnations, kale, lettuce, nasturtiums, parsley, peas, potatoes, 

soybeans, spinach, and tomatoes. The caterpillar’s chewing causes leaves to appear tattered, with irregularly 

shaped holes removed between major leaf veins. 

 

 



Control of small outbreaks can be as simple as handpicking the worms from your plants.  Larger problems can be 

controlled with products containing Bacillus thuringiensis, commonly referred to as Bt. To be effective, it must be 

eaten by the caterpillar. Caterpillars will stop eating very soon after ingesting the insecticide, and death occurs 

about 2-to-3 days afterwards. This is a relatively safe and very effective insecticide and can be used for control of 

most types of caterpillars on most commonly grown garden vegetables.  Check your garden regularly for best 

control. Remember, whenever using any insecticide or other pesticide, always be sure to read and follow 

directions provided on the pesticide label. 

More information on armyworm is available at the Bell County AgriLife Extension Web Page www.bell.agrilife.org 
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