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Scientific note

Damage of Agrotis ipsilon (Lepidoptera: Noctuidae)
on Coffea arabica in Brazil

Dafio de Agrotis ipsilon (Lepidoptera: Noctuidae) en Coffea arabica en Brasil

FLAVIO L. FERNANDES'?, JUNO F. S. DINIZ'3, PAULO R. SILVA'* and EDUARDO MOSCA?

Abstract: Caterpillars of Agrotis ipsilon (Lepidoptera: Noctuidae) has commonly been found attacking young coffee
(Coffea arabica) plants in Brazil (State of Minas Gerais), with lesions being observed in the stems and residues of
caterpillar feces found in the bark. A few days after the attack, the tissue damage appears less intense because of a
woody suberization and healing process, hampering pest detection. There was a higher mortality of plants (13.9%).
This is the first record 4. ipsilon damaging young coffee plants in Brazil and new cases could arise in other locations
where this plant is grown.
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Resumen: Orugas de Agrotis ipsilon son encontradas comunmente atacando plantas jovenes de café (Coffea arabica)
en Brasil (Estado de Minas Gerais), en las que se observa lesiones en los tallos y se encuentra residuos de heces de
oruga en la corteza. Unos pocos dias después del ataque, el dafio en el tejido parece ser menos intenso a causa de la
suberizacion lefiosa y del proceso de curacion, lo que dificulta la deteccion de la plaga. Hubo una elevada mortalidad de
la planta (13,9%). Esta es la primera evidencia de que A4. ipsilon es dafiina a las plantas jovenes de café en Brasil y que

nuevos casos podrian surgir en otras localidades donde se cultiva esta planta.

Palabras clave: Gusano cortador negro. Larvas. Plantulas de café. Pasto.

Introduction

Recent reports have shown new insect pests feeding on and
causing problems for coffee plants and other crops in Bra-
zil (Sanchez-Soto 2005; Souza et al. 2009; Fernandes et al.
2010). For example, Scaptocoris castanea (Perty, 1830) (He-
miptera: Cydnidae) occurs sporadically in soy crops (Glycine
max L.) and since 1984 has become an important pest in soy,
cotton, second crop corn and rice plantations, mainly in the
Brazilian states of Mato Grosso, Sdo Paulo and Minas Gerais
(Nakano et al. 2001; Oliveira et al. 2003). Thus, new insect
species feeding on coffee plants may present a risk in Brazil
and other countries.

Caterpillars of the genus Agrotis measure about 40 mm
when fully grown, are robust, cylindrical, smooth and dark
gray. When touched, they roll up, becoming thread-like in
appearance. The larval cycle lasts 20 to 25 days and the pupal
stage ranges from 11 to 15 days. This genus constitutes an
important group of insect pests because of the damage they
cause to a large number of cultivated plants and their wide
geographical distribution (Vendramim et al. 1982). Agrotis
ipsilon (Hufnagel, 1767) (Lepidoptera: Noctuidae) is the
main caterpillar species in Brazil and is a polyphagous insect,
attacking mainly Solanaceae, Cruciferae and Curcubitaceae.
It can also attack other species of different plant families in
crops such as corn and soybeans. A. ipsilon occurs mainly in

Figure 1. Black cutworm Agrotis ipsilon (A) and injuries (B and C) in coffee seedlings Coffea arabica.
Unai-MG, 2012.
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Figure 2. Percentage of dead plants in six-month-old coffee plantations with
and without cultivated pasture Brachiaria decumbens and guinea grass Pani-
cum maximum. A single asterisk indicates a 5% significance level between
cultivated and uncultivated pasture using the t-test.

wetter areas and has great reproductive capacity, with each
female capable of laying over 1,000 eggs (Santos and Shield
1998).

Between November 2009 and March 2011, in the munici-
palities of Unai, Rio Paranaiba and Vigosa, State of Minas
Gerais, the black cutworm A. ipsilon has been constantly
attacking crops. This has occurred in a field of Coffea ara-
bica L. with six field plantations, with and without cultivated
pasture Brachiaria decumbens Stapf and guinea grass Pani-
cum maximum (Fig. 1A). Coffee seedlings were transplanted
with 4 - 6 pairs of fully expanded leaves, with 0.6 m between
plants and 3.2 m between rows, with a total of 520,833,
200,000 and 1,540 plants in Unai, Rio Paranaiba and Vigosa
municipalities, respectively. During the harvest, 200 random
transects of plants were established (each 5 m in length) and
used to evaluate the percentage of dead plants due to damage
by A. ipsilon per coffee plantation. A t-test was conducted to
compare attacks across the three coffee plantations.

Attacks occurred in young coffee plants C. arabica
(‘Obatd’) approximately 3-4 months after planting, with le-
sions being observed in the stems (10 cm above the soil) and
residues of caterpillar feces found in the bark (Figs. 1A, B,
C). A few days after the attack, the tissue damage appears less
intense because of a woody suberization and healing process,
hampering pest detection. Two problems have been detected
arising from this phytophagous pest: One year after the le-
sions formed, the leaves turned yellow and fell off the plant
(Fig. 1C), probably because of increased nutritional require-
ments during this period. The damage also caused mortal-
ity of young plants due to the weakening of the stem region,
where the caterpillars were feeding. The damage has also

caused weakened young plants, making them more suscep-
tible to being destroyed by wind.

The number of dead plants by A. ipsilon was significantly
different between field plantations (P < 0.001). There was a
higher mortality (26,000 plants = 13.9%) in Rio Paranaiba,
MG (Fig. 2). Probably because there is extensive cultivation
of pasture, near the farm assessed. The few studies reporting
its damage refer to this species in other plant species, having
been detected losses of 50 to 100% (Reis and Hodges 1976).
The damage by A. ipsilon on C. arabica seedlings indicated
the potential of this arthropod as a pest on this plant species.
More studies must be carried out to determine the growth rate
of this species and to evaluate potential losses to C. arabica
crops. This is the first record 4. ipsilon damaging young cof-
fee plants in Brazil and new cases could arise in other loca-
tions where this plant is grown.
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