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Ranks of Armyworms Are on the Move
By Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
In the Fall after a month or two of heavy rains, we sometimes see thousands of little worms making their way through our lawns, all lined up like soldiers on parade.  They are caterpillars, and they’re called “armyworms.”  You can recognize them by their long yellow/off-white stripes on a dark body, and if you use a magnifier you can see a ‘Y’ that branches near the head and runs down the top of the Fall Armyworm larva.
Armyworms are the larvae of the Armyworm Moth.  There are several varieties, and the one that we see most often is the Fall Armyworm (Spodoptera frugiperda).  The moth likes to overwinter in South Texas, and then when the weather warms up, it migrates north.  They have a wingspan of about 1.5 inches and lay their eggs at the base of a plant, preferring turf such as Bermudagrass.  So you won’t see the eggs—just the caterpillars after they hatch.  One female moth can lay up to a thousand eggs.  
The most common time to see hordes of armyworms here is in the Fall, but not just any Fall.  When there has been lots of rain, the eggs have a better survival rate, and many more caterpillars successfully hatch out into our lawns.  They begin chewing on the grass blades and march over the whole yard, across driveways, and sometimes up the walls of houses.  In such numbers, there’s a lot of competition for food--they will move on to other plants if they have to.  They also attack a number of crops.
A full-grown Fall Armyworm measures anywhere from 1 to 1.5 inches long.  They stay in the larval stage for about two weeks, and most of the plant damage is done in the last four to five  days.  Armyworms don’t like hot, dry conditions, so they usually stay down by the soil or in debris during the day.  You’re most likely to see them out in the morning or evening.  You might even be treated to a flock of birds in your yard, eating the worms.
If you happen across a few armyworms, they won’t do much damage to your grass, and they will leave your landscape plants alone.  But if conditions are right and the population booms, it’s time to consider taking steps to control them before they can do significant harm to your landscape.  Affected turfgrass appears chewed, turns brown, and can ultimately die in severe cases. Damage occurs and progresses very rapidly.  If numbers are moderate, they will make the grass look bad without killing it.  If they move to other plants however, the damage can be permanent.
Applying Bt, or Bacillus thuringiensis, such as Dipel or Thuricide, is a good way to kill caterpillars without hurting any other creatures such as birds and lizards.  It only stays in the environment for one to two days, so you may need to reapply it if you see a new crop of armyworms after treating the first wave.  The caterpillars have to ingest it; it is not effective if it is sprayed on them.  Spray the Bt in the late afternoon, so when they start chewing on the grass or other plants, they will get Bt.  It destroys their digestive system and they stop feeding within a day after ingesting the Bt.  
Alternatively, you could use a spinosyn such as Spinosad, a longer-lasting insecticide, but it is toxic to some beneficial insects such as bees and ladybugs.  Spinosyn insecticides are by-products from the bacterium Saccharopolyspora spinosa, and are toxic to most caterpillars, fly larvae, thrips, and certain species of beetles and wasps. They are one of the most effective microbials and have relatively low toxicity to people and the adults of many natural enemies.  Because spinosyns are toxic to bees, apply only during late evening, night, or early morning when bees are not out foraging.  
Most, if not all, formulations of Bt and spinosyns are organically approved.  They are microbial insecticides, which are naturally occurring microorganisms or their by-products produced commercially for pest control. Thorough spray coverage, especially on the underside of leaves, is crucial for them to be effective.  It’s very important to use these products, and any others, only according to the label and to follow the instructions carefully.  The label is the law.  
Another option if you have bunches of armyworms marching through your grass, is to use your lawn mower as a weapon of mass destruction.  It works.
Thanks to Master Gardener Amanda Steves for her contributions to this article.
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