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AGRONOMY NOTESAGRONOMY NOTES

 DO I NEED TO APPLY AN INSECTICIDE TO MANAGE 
EARLY-SEASON CORN INSECTS SUCH AS CUTWORMS?

In the Corn Belt there are many species of cutworms that can attack corn in the early season. Perhaps the most well-
known is the black cutworm, but there are other species including: dingy cutworm, sandhill cutworm, claybacked 
cutworm, glassy cutworm, army cutworm, darksided cutworm, and spotted cutworm. Of these species, the dingy 
cutworm is perhaps the second most common found attacking corn in the Corn Belt. The behavior of these species is 
considerably different. For example, the black cutworm cuts the corn seedling whereas the dingy, army, darksided, and 
spotted cutworm are climbing cutworms and rarely cut the plant or cause economic injury. The sandhill cutworm is found 
exclusively in sandy or course textured soils and feeds underground as does the glassy cutworm. 

Because the black cutworm, while sporadic, is the most common pest, management tactics have been developed to 
minimize economic injury. 

What is the biology of the black 
cutworm?1

The black cutworm moth overwinters in South Texas and 
Mexico and migrates northward on storm fronts. Therefore, 
the moths go in the direction of the wind. The female moth 
is attracted to fields with winter annual weeds, in which 
she deposits eggs. Destruction of the weeds with tillage 
or herbicide eliminate the larval food source and the larvae 
move to the emerging corn. Initial feeding is limited to 
small holes on the plant but as the larvae grow they will cut 
plants at the soil line. Commonly the larvae will drag the 
plant under ground where it will feed on the seedling. Once 
the plant reaches the V6 stage it is too large to cut, and 
larvae may tunnel inside the plant. The larvae complete five 
growth stages before pupating and emerging as a moth. 

What fields are at higher risk of injury by 
the black cutworm?2

Fields with winter annual weeds, such as henbit and purslane, 
are highly attractive to the female black cutworms. In years 
with wet springs that delay the control of these weed hosts 
and if females are in the area, the risk of economic injury is 
increased. Therefore, no-till or strip-till production systems 
may be more conducive for black cutworm oviposition 
because of the presence of the winter annual weeds. 

How to identify the black cutworm 
larvae?
The black cutworm larvae are pale gray to dark black, with 
a rough and gritty cuticle (skin), a pale narrow strip down 

the back, and unequal sized spots on the back line, with 
the outside spot being larger than the inside spot. They 
can be confused with the dingy cutworm, but the dingy 
cutworm has a very smooth cuticle and the spots along 
the back line are of equal size. Additionally, the injury that 
the dingy cutworm causes is limited to leaf feeding without 
cutting so it very infrequently causes economic injury. 

What are the control tactics for the 
black cutworm?
Since the chance of an economic infestation cannot be 
reliability predicted, many producers rely on corn products 
containing Herculex® I or Agrisure Viptera® technology, 
such as SmartStax® technology or Trecepta® technology, 
to provide control of the black cutworm.2 Additionally, 
Acceleron® Seed Applied Solutions for corn provide 
control of black cutworm. Foliar insecticides can also be 
used if an economic infestation is found to exist.2 

Is there a sampling program to assess 
the need to apply a control tactic?
When scouting for black cutworm, focus on fields that 
contained winter annual weeds, low spots in fields, 
and border areas next to areas that had winter annual 
weeds. Consult with local state extension offices to obtain 
information on sampling protocols, treatment guidelines, 
and foliar insecticides. 
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1 Black cutworm. 2009. Purdue University Extension. https://extension.entm.purdue.edu/fieldcropsipm/insects/black-cutworms.php

2 Ostlie, K. and Potter. B. 2020. Black cutworm. University of Minnesota Extension. https://extension.umn.edu/corn-pest-management/black-cutworm

Legal Statements
Monsanto Company is a member of Excellence Through Stewardship® (ETS). Monsanto products are commercialized in accordance with ETS Product Launch Stewardship Guidance, and in compliance with Monsanto’s Policy for 
Commercialization of Biotechnology-Derived Plant Products in Commodity Crops. Commercialized products have been approved for import into key export markets with functioning regulatory systems. Any crop or material produced 
from this product can only be exported to, or used, processed or sold in countries where all necessary regulatory approvals have been granted. It is a violation of national and international law to move material containing biotech traits 
across boundaries into nations where import is not permitted. Growers should talk to their grain handler or product purchaser to confirm their buying position for this product. Excellence Through Stewardship® is a registered trademark 
of Excellence Through Stewardship.

ALWAYS READ AND FOLLOW PESTICIDE LABEL DIRECTIONS. B.t. products may not yet be registered in all states. Check with your seed brand representative for the registration status in your state.

IMPORTANT IRM INFORMATION: RIB Complete® corn blend products do not require the planting of a structured refuge except in the Cotton-Growing Area where corn earworm is a significant pest. See the IRM/Grower Guide for addition-
al information. Always read and follow IRM requirements.

Performance may vary, from location to location and from year to year, as local growing, soil and weather conditions may vary. Growers should evaluate data from multiple locations and years whenever possible and should consider the 
impacts of these conditions on the grower’s fields. 

Roundup Ready® 2 Technology contains genes that confer tolerance to glyphosate. Glyphosate will kill crops that are not tolerant to glyphosate. Insect control technology provided by Vip3A is utilized under license from Syngenta Crop 
Protection AG. Herculex® is a registered trademark of Dow AgroSciences LLC. Agrisure Viptera® is a registered trademark of a Syngenta group company. LibertyLink® and the Water Droplet Design® is a trademark of BASF Corpo-
ration. Respect the Refuge and Corn Design® and Respect the Refuge® are registered trademarks of National Corn Growers Association. Acceleron®, Roundup Ready 2 Technology and Design™, Roundup Ready®, SmartStax® and 
Trecepta® are trademarks of Bayer Group. ©2020 Bayer Group. All rights reserved. 4011_Q1


