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Get prepped for scouting alfalfa 

As we enjoy our recent warm weather and start getting out into our fields, alfalfa weevil larvae 

are also getting ready to hatch and enter our alfalfa fields with big appetites. These big appetites 

can rapidly defoliate alfalfa fields if there is enough larva feeding. The alfalfa weevil has 

overwintered as eggs in the stems of alfalfa plants and begins actively developing when 

temperatures are above 48 Fahrenheit. We have had several days at and above this temperature, 

rapidly progressing the hatching date of these larva. If we continue with similar weather, they 

may be hatching as soon as two weeks.  

For those of you who do not want to donate your first cutting to alfalfa weevil larvae, make plans 

to vigilantly begin scouting soon. First you must know how to identify the larva. These small, 

light green, black-headed, legless larvae have a distinct white stripe down the center of the body. 

Due to their color and small size, they easily blend into the new alfalfa growth. Larvae feed on 

the terminal and upper leaves of the plant early in the spring, reaching a quarter-inch in length in 

about three weeks. They then spin loosely-woven, silken cocoons, generally found on the ground 

among the leaf litter. Most damage occurs before the first cutting, but damage by larvae and later 

by adults can suppress yields by delaying regrowth after the first cutting. 

Feeding signs initially consist of pinprick-sized holes in leaves and frayed terminals. As larvae 

grow, feeding and defoliation becomes more obvious. Plants eventually appear white or silvery. 

The goal is to not reach this kind of damage in your fields. Remember, these larva can cause a lot 

of damage in a short amount of time. The key is timing for control. Do not get overly anxious to 

spray right when you see these pinprick holes, but wait until you find one to two larva per stem. 

Alfalfa weevil larva are easily controlled by pesticides. Any will work if you get good coverage 

at the proper timing. There is no need to buy the expensive option, rather, be more concerned 

about proper application. Try to spray at temperatures at or above 50 F when the larva are 

actively feeding. And the more carrier in your spray the better, to allow for good coverage. 

Trying to control larva after a late freeze can pose a challenge as the larva move to the base of 

the plant where they are protected by leaf litter and the wilted plants and spray contact is very 

difficult.  

Spring control is the best method for dealing with large populations of alfalfa weevils. There are 

no known natural enemies of the alfalfa weevil yet identified, however proper application of any 

labeled pesticide provides good control. The key is spending the time in your fields monitoring 

larval activity. This is time well spent insuring that your first alfalfa cutting goes to your barns 

rather than to the stomachs of the alfalfa weevil.      
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