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The Armies are Coming 

Army worms that is; masses driven by their appetites to destroy your wheat! Now, before 

you get too alarmed, let’s discuss the necessary information to determine if they are really a 

threat to your fields and then develop a good response strategy.  

There are three different worms all with the word army in their name that can cause feeding 

damage to emerging wheat this time of year. They are the true armyworm, fall armyworm, and 

the army cutworm. It is important that you know which one you are dealing with. The fall 

armyworm is rather easy to identify. They have four distinct dark spots on their last abdominal 

segment, which is very identifiable from other worms. The true armyworm will be dark green to 

black with stripes down its side. These two worms have very similar behaviors. Currently they 

are very small and are causing damage we call “window paning.” Window paning is where only 

the epidermis of the leaf is chewed off leaving a thin layer of the leaf remaining that is see-

though. When we are dealing with worms less than a half an inch long in size, they tend to cause 

this damage simply because their mouth parts are small enough that they cannot get through the 

whole leaf. As they grow, they will begin to eat off the entire leaf.  

The recent cool weather we have been having slows down feeding of these worms. However, 

it also stretches out the feeding time they will be out in your fields. The worms will be pretty 

small, therefore it is critical you go out and scout closely to determine if you have an issue. 

These worms will be feeding for another two to three weeks until it gets cold or they pupate. If it 

stays warm enough into December we may see another generation come into our fields. The true 

armyworm and the fall armyworm will not over winter and will not be a problem after 

temperatures get down to freezing in the mid-twenties.  

The army cutworm can be harder to identify. The larva start out lighter in color and then 

become darker brown to grayish as they grow with varying degrees of mottling and several pale, 

dorsal stripes. Their head will be a darker brown. These worms will over winter and anytime 

throughout the winter when temperatures raise to 45 degrees or above, they will come out and 

feed. Army cutworms not only feed on wheat, but they will be in alfalfa and canola as well.  

There are a few factors to consider when determining whether to apply an insecticide to 

control these larva. One factor is weather. If we receive moisture and our wheat grows quickly, 

the wheat can many times out-grow the feeding damage it’s experiencing. However, if it remains 

dry as we are currently, the wheat may grow slow enough that huge areas are eaten off with no 

re-growth. All labeled insecticides work pretty well to control these worms. They act as contact 

insecticides and we generally do not have a problem getting good contact coverage in our wheat 

fields this time of year. In wheat, as few as two 1-inch or longer larvae per square foot may 

affect stressed, low-density stands, especially if larvae graze plants down to the root crowns. In 

these situations, a pesticide application will often yield an economic return. Most fields can 

usually withstand as many as four to five larvae per square foot before requiring treatment, 

whereas wheat under good growing conditions has been observed to withstand densities as high 

as 8 to 9 larvae per square foot without a measurable yield impact or an economic return on an 

insecticide application. Also, wheat plants in more advanced growth stages can withstand a great 

deal more defoliation than those in earlier stages. Larvae are easier to kill while they are still 

small, and early control will provide better damage prevention, as 70 percent of larval 

consumption occurs in the final instar.  

 



Finally, as agronomists stress every year everywhere, control your volunteer wheat! 

Volunteer wheat is a breeding ground for issues awaiting your newly planting fields. Besides 

viruses and diseases, volunteer wheat harbors these worms. Controlling volunteer early will 

reduce headaches later on.    

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at 785-243-8185 or by emailing 

kclarson@ksu.edu. 
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