
Beet Armyworm
on’t be fooled by his name, the 
beet armyworm doesn’t just 
attack beets.  I was out in my 

garden looking at my garbanzo beans 
and what did appear but this little guy 
burrowing INSIDE my garbanzo 
beans.  Yep, he ate the insides right out!  
Watch out this little guy eats a lot of 
crops and he is green so he sneaks up 
on you.  Here  are his favorite meals; 
asparagus, bean, beet, black eyed pea, 
broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, celery, 
corn, cowpea, eggplant, garbanzo 
beans, lettuce, onion, pea, pepper, 
potato, radish, spinach, sunflower, 
sweet potato, tomato, and turnip. The 
field crops that he likes are alfalfa, 
citrus, corn, cotton, peanut, safflower, 
sorghum, soybean, sugar beet, and 
tobacco.

This pest has some other preferences 
besides your vegetable and grain crops.  
He loves weeds.  This is of course one 
reason that you need to keep your 
garden, AND the surrounding areas 
free of weeds.  If you do not keep the 
surrounding areas clean and free of 
weeds and debris it becomes a breeding 
ground for the pests that you are trying 
to get rid of.  The weeds that the beet 
armyworm likes are crabgrass, 
johnsongrass, morning glory, mullen, 
purslane, Parthenium, Russian thistle, 
Tidestromia, lambsquarters, nettleleaf 
goosefoot, and pigweed. These last 
three are preferred hosts and should be 
used as a trap crop for the beet 
armyworm.  

Getting to Know Him 

Unlike many other pests here in Texas 
this guy can have 6 generations because 
has a relatively short life cycle. It can 
take as little as 24 days to complete his 
life cycle.  And the female lays 300 to 
600 eggs in her life cycle.  That is a lot 

of crop consumption!  She lays her eggs 
in batches of 50 to 150 on the 
underside of the leafs near the tip of 
the branches and near the blossoms.  
The eggs are a greenish to white color 
and she covers them with fuzzy scales.  
When the weather is warm they hatch 
in two to three days.  

The beet armyworm larvae is very 
smooth skinned and almost has no hair 
at all.  He goes through 5 instars 
(molting stages). In the first two instars 
the larvae  is a pale green or a yellow 
color. Then he gets his stripes, so to 
speak, in the third instar.  He actually 
gets some pale stripes. In the fourth 
instar in when he gets darker on his 
back and  gets a dark 
lateral stripe.  The 
larvae in the fifth instar 
changes quite a bit, he 
is still green on his 
back but getting much 
darker and often 

getting a series of dark spots or dashes.  
See how much darker he is getting 
here?   On his abdomen he tends to 
have pink or yellow color and a white 
stripe laterally.  The spiracles ( places 
where he breathes from) are white with 
a narrow black border.  He also has a 
spot on the second abdominal segment. 
The larvae emerge at 1 mm long and 
the final growth is 30 mm long.

They pupate in the soil.  the  pupae is a 
light brown color and is 15 to 20 mm in 
length.  The pupal stage takes six to 
seven days.  

Then we have the adult moth, a 
medium sized moth.  She has a wing 
span of about 25 to 30 mm.  The 
forewings are a mottled gray and 
brown , they have a light colored bean 
shaped spot on them and have an 
irregular banding pattern to them.  The 
hind wings are more of a solid uniform 
gray or white color.  
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The Beet Armyworm goes through different colors as he goes through different 
instars, getting darker as he gets older



Eradicating the Beet Armyworm
he hind wings have a dark line 
around the margin.  The 
moths get to work and mate 
soon after they emerge.  Two 

to three days later they are laying eggs.  
The egg laying period extends for a 
three to seven day period.  The moths 
only live for nine to 10 days after they 
emerge, just long enough to do their 
damage.  They are timed out so 
perfectly, it is no wonder that they have 
been in North America since 1876, 
originally  discovered in Oregon.  Their 
homeland is Southeast Asia.   

They are very damaging to crops. 
They quickly defoliate plants and 
tunnel into mature fruit.  The beet 
army worm comes in second place in 
the race of damaging cabbage crops 
against the cabbage looper.  There are a 
few beneficial insects that will assist  
you in getting rid of these pesky 
critters.  

Let’s send out an arsenal against 
the beet armyworm. There is some 
great news for us.  The beet armyworm  
has a host of natural enemies. His 
natural enemies are assassin bugs, 
bigeyed bugs, damsel bugs, lacewing 
larvae, minute pirate bugs, spined 
soldier bug,  Entomopathogenic 
nematodes (Rhabditida: 
Steinernematidae and 
Heterorhabditidae, spiders, the 
parasitic flies (Archytas apicifer and 
Lespesia archippivora), and the 
parasitic wasps (Trichogramma spp., 
Hyposoter exiguae, Chelonus insularis, 
and Cotesia marginiventris).  There is 
also a nuclear polyhedrosis virus that 
inflicts the most damage of all to the 
beet armyworm.  

In a nutshell, always try the least 
harmful solution first, which will be 
planting for  beneficial insects. This 

makes your garden healthier as a whole.  
It just functions more as one complete 
ecosystem. Plant a permanent 
hedgerow or row in your garden for the  
insects and predators to take up 
permanent residence.  By putting in an 
area that is permanent they can 
overwinter and be there in the spring 
ready to fight for you. remember they 
need a home to hang their hat on too. 

Biorationals. Try the least invasive 
first which would be handpicking.  For 
the home gardener this method is quite 
ample.  It is difficult with this fellow as 
he is green.  Watch for the little 
emerging fellows they are small and can 
get away on you!  Next there are 
Entomopathogenic nematodes 
(Rhabditida: Steinernematidae and 
Heterorhabditidae), these rid you of 
other garden pests as well.  They are 
mixes in water and applied to the 
garden.  Amkon and Garden-ville carry 
them.  Refer to the May issue page 3 of 

The Sprout for a complete article on 
beneficial nematodes and their 
application (click here). 

Then, you can move on to Bt.  
Bacillus thuringiensis var. 
kurstaki and Bt. var. aizawai soil 
bacterium that occurs naturally.  It is 
only effective on the larvae stage.  They 
ingest it and the spore of Bt paralyzes 
the cells in the gut.  It is in essence a 
stomach poison.   The larvae has no 
more desire to eat the host plant.  Bt 
continues to invade the insects other 
body tissues multiplying in the blood, 
eventually leading to death.  It may 
take hours or a few weeks, all 
depending on how much Bt the larvae 
ate.  You can buy Bt locally in san 
Marcos at Amkon, Garden-ville, and 
Lowes.   Mix the Bt at the lowest 
recommended rate for the crop you are 
spraying and repeat every 7 days.  Make 
sure to shake before you pour the Bt 
and while you are spraying.    
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The Beet Armyworm known for his tunneling capabilities, is found tunneling in 
my black garbanzo beans and eating the beans right out of the pods. 

http://ediblesanmarcos.wordpress.com
http://ediblesanmarcos.wordpress.com


Putting an End to the Beet Armyworm
o not  expose the Bt over 90 
degree F heat or it will become 
inactive.   

 Next in the line of defense is the  
nuclear polyhedrosis virus.  You 
will find it under the Trade name of  
Spod-X LC and it is mixed with non 
chlorinated water and sprayed on.  It is 
to be repeated again at the second 
instar stage.  

Eggs and larvae can be controlled with 
an application of 5% cottonseed oil.  
Test this on your crop first because 
some crops are sensitive to the 
cottonseed oil and it may damage your 
crop.  

Spinosad is another solution for 
controlling the beet armyworm.  
Spinosad is made of spinosyns A and D, 

they are substances that are made by 
aerobic fermentation.   The species 
that is being fermented is 
Saccharopolysora spinosa of the 
actinomycete species. They were found 
in the Caribbean in soil samples in 
1982. They are the filamentous bacteria 
that are in the soil that give it that 
sweet earthy smell.  Spinosad works by 
ingestion, activating the nervous 
system of the insect, causing loss of 
muscle control.  The insect dies of 
exhaustion because of the continuous 
activation of motor neurons.  This 
usually happens within one to two 
days.    

Lastly Neem products are also quite 
efficient at controlling our little 
intruders.  Both Neem and 
Azadirachtin are products that are 

extracted from the seed of the Neem 
tree.  This tree is found in India and 
southeast Asia.  You can buy neem oil 
at Garden-ville.  It is best to mix it 
with some dish soap (not detergent) 
for even dispersal.  Remember as we 
are climbing up the ladder of 
insecticides here we are also 
potentially harming beneficial insects.  
Make sure anytime you use an 
insecticide, even if it is made from 
plant based materials that you do not 
use it in the afternoon when honey bee 
activity is high.  You want to be sure to 
spray very early in the morning or in 
the evening to avoid killing the bees. 

As always make sure to rotate crops 
and clean up after you harvest your 
crop.  Put a cover crop in so that you 
put an end to remaining life cycles.  
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