




THE PALE " WESTERN CUTWORM 

If there are between ten and fifteen such days during the period 
of larval activity, there will in all probability be some decrease in 
the numbers of cutworms the next year. 

If there are more than fifteen 'wet' dlYs during the per:od of 
larval activity , little trouble may be looked for from this insect the 
f.ollowing year. . 

Natural Enemies 
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Natural enemies observed attacking A. orthogonia in Utah 
during some stage of its development included various species of 
arachnids (spiders), predatory and parasitic insects, and birds. 

Arachnids. The following species of spiders were observed 
to capture and feed upon cutworm moths in the Lehi-West-Hills 
area: 

Phidippus Spp.ii , (Attidae) and Xysticus sp.", (Thomisidae). 
Th£ spiders were observed to conceal themselves among the blos­
soms cf rabbitbrush where they would sit and wait for the ap­
proach of a moth. When the latter came within reach it would be 
seized and fed upon by the spider. 

I nsects. Four species of predacious insects that were seen to 
capture and feed upon the moths when they came to rabbitbrush 
blossoms are: Litaneutria minor (Scudd.) 6, (Mantidae); Lepto­
glossus clypealis Heid.7 (Coreidae); Sinae rundulata UhI. 7 (Redu­
viidae); and Phymata pennsyluanica americana MeI. 7 (Phyma­
tidae) . 

Twenty-four dipterous pupae were dissected from dead cut­
worm pupae during the summer of 1936. The former had prob­
ably pupated about the same time as the cutworms or soon after­
ward. The dipterous pupae were reared to the adult stage in the 
laboratory during the winter of 1936-37. Under natural condi­
tions they probably would have emerged in the spring of 1937. 
One of the reared specimens was identified as Gonia longiforceps Tot­
hilI i'(. (Tachinidae) whereas, all of the other specimens were 
thought to represent a form near Gonia aldrichi Tothill s. 

Nine other tachinids (Bonnetia compta (Fallen)) were 
found in a rearing cage in which pale western cutworms were being 
grown to maturity. Positive evidence is lacking as to whether 
or not these parasitic flies emerged from the cutworm larvae. It 
it highly probable, however, that they did, inasmuch as they 
emerged within the cage. Cook (2) previously reported this tach­
inid to be parasitic on Agrotis orthogonia larvae. 
:; Identified by Irving Fox. U . S. National Museum. 
6 Identified by A . B . Gurney, U . S. National Museum. 
7 Identified by H . G . Barber. U . S. National Museum. 
S Identified by Prof. H . J. Reinhard. entomologist, Tex::s A gr . Exp . Sta. 
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Birds. The desert horned lark. Otocoris alpestris leucolaema 
(Coues). western vesper sparrow. Pooecetes gramineus confinis 
Baird . and the California gull. Larus californicus Lawr. . have been 
observed eating pale western cutworms. The desert horned lark 
and western vesper sparrow seem to be particularly adept in locat­
ing these subterranean larvae and digging them out with their 
bills. The California gull follows plows and other farm imple­
ments while in operation on the land and devours the cutworms 
that are brought to the surface. 

Summary 

THE PALE WESTERN CUTWORM has periodically caused damage 
to dry-farm grains in Utah during the past 25 years. Because 

of the enormous numbers in which they appear during outbreak 
years. these insects are one of the most serious periodic pests of 
dry-farm grains in Utah. 

This cutworm feeds beneath the soil surface. except for a 
short period immediately after hatching and during times of 
heavy rainfall. H ere it attacks main stems of grain plants eating 
only a small portion of each plant. which accounts for the serious 
damage sometimes inflicted . 

This pest overwinters in the egg stage in the soil. Time of 
hatching usually occurs about March 1 or soon after the snow dis­
appears from infested land . The larvae attain a length at maturity 
ranging from 1 X to 1 0 inches. 

The cutworm normally reaches maturity from about June 1 
to 15 . Up:m completion of its feeding . it burrows into the soil 
from 3 to 5 inches deep where it forms an earthen cell. It remains 
here until the adult stage is attained . about Szptember 1. 

Adult moths vary from dark -gray to yellowish-gray with a 
wing expanse of from 1 to 1 ;~ inches. 

Moths live only a few days during which time mating and 
ovipcsition occurs. Egg-laying begins about the first of September 
and is usually completed by the middle of October. There is but ~ 
generatio~ annually. 

After a grain crop has becomz inf~sted with pale western 
cutworms there is little or nothing that can b2 done to prevent 
damage in that particular crop. and if there are more than 15 to 20 
worms per square yard . it is highly probable that the crop will be 
entirely destroyed . 

Control consists in preventing the moths from laying eggs ill 
summer-fallowed land because female moths select only loose soil 
in which to lay their eggs . Land that is to be summer fallowed 
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should, therefore , be plowed early in the spring and kept clean­
cultivated during the summer. All cultivation should be discon­
tinued by about August 1st in order that a crust may form on the 
surface of the soil before the moths begin laying eggs. Moths can­
not lay eggs in surface-crusted soil. 

Poison baits are impracticable because of the subterranean 
feeding habits of orthogonia cutworms. 

Effective destruction of the egg-laying moths by means IJf 
light traps was found impractical. 

Weather is the most important natural factor influencing 
cutworm abundance. Wet , cold storms during the annual egg-lay­
ing period (September 1 to October 15, approximately ) of female 
moths seriously interfere with oviposition . A rainy spnng season 
results in a heavy mortality of the larvae. 

Although parasitic and predacious insects and birds destroy 
many larval and adult forms of Agrotis orthogonia yet, when this 
pest occurs in outbreak numbers, the effect of these natural enemies 
is inadequate to provide substantial control. 

(L) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

(5 ) 

(6) 

(7) 

(8) 

(9) 

(10) 

( I 1 ) 

( 12 ) 

(13 ) 

Literature Cited 
Ainslie, C. N. The pale western cutworm (Porosagrotis orth ogonia 
Morr.) Canad . B nt . 60 (7) :157-161. 1928. 
Cook, W. C. Field studies of the pale wes ~ern cutworm (Porosagrotis 
orthogonia Morr.) Mont. Agr. Exp. Sta . Bul. 225 :13-14. 1930 . 
Corkins , C. L. The pale western cutworm (Porosagrotis orth ogonia 
Morr.). Colo . State Ent. Cir. 36 :34-35. 1922 . 
Crumb, S. E. The bronzed cutworm (Nephelodes emmodonia Cramer) 
(Lepidoptera ). Wash . -Ent. Soc. , Proc. 28 (9) :201-207. 1926 . 
D ya r, Harrison G. A list of North Amerion Lepidoptera. U . S. Nat!' 
Mus. Bul. 52:139 . 1902 . 
Eshbaugh . F. P. Progress report on studies of the pale western cutworm. 
Agrotis orth ogonia Morrison. (Okla.) Panhandle Agr. Exp . Sta . Bul. 
45. 1933. 
Gibson. Arthur. E ntomological record . 191 1. Ontario Ent . Soc. Ann. 
Rpt . 42:89-112. 1912 . 
Gillette, C. P . et al. Fifteenth annual report of the state entomologist of 
Colorado for the year 1923 . Co!o . Sta ~e E nt . Cir. 43 :27 . 1924. 
Pack . H . J . Notes on miscellaneous insects of Utah . Utah Agr. Ex p. 
S ta. B u I. 21 6 : 1 8 . 1 930 . 
Parker, J. R .. Strand, A. L. . and Se.:mans H. L. Pale western cutworm 
(Porosagrotis orthogonia Morr.) . Jour Agr. Res . 22 :289 -322. 1921 
Seamans. H . L. and M cMi llan . E. The effect of food plants on the de­
velopment of the pale western cutworm (Agrotis orth ogonia Morr.). 
Jour. Econ. Ent. 28 (2) :421-425. 1935 . 
Seamans. H. L. The pale western cutworm and its control. Canadl Dept. 
Agr .. Farmers ' bul. 59:6 -8 . 1938 . 
Smith . John B . Contributions toward a monograph of the insects of the 
lepidopterous family Noctuidae of temp?rate North AmeriCl- Revision 
of the species of the genus Agro tis . U . S. Natl. Mus. Bul. 38. 1890. 

College series no . 612 


