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Emerging Pest of Dry Beans in Ontario 

Native to North America, western bean cutworm, Striacosta 
albicosta had been a long-time resident of the U.S. Great Plains 
region until it began expanding its range eastward and was de-
tected in Ontario in 2008. Over the last 10 years, overwintering 
populations have now established across Ontario and is now 
considered the primary pest of corn in Ontario. Damage in dry 
beans first appeared in 2014 and has been found in most dry 
bean growing areas of Ontario, indicating that it is becoming a 
new emerging and important pest for this crop. 
 
Identification 
Despite its name, western bean cutworm (WBC) is a pest of 
corn (field, sweet and seed) as well as dry bean. Unlike other 
cutworms, this pest feeds on the fruit of the plant, i.e., corn 
ears and bean pods. WBC moths have a white band along the 
margin of each wing and each wing has a òfull moonó and 
boomerang-like mark (Fig. 1).  
  
Newly hatched WBC larvae have dark heads and spots along 
their bodies, somewhat resembling European corn borer. Once 
in the third instar stage, their heads lighten and bodies change 
to a tan-pink colour, with subtle longitudinal stripes. Once in 
the final fifth and sixth instars, two distinctive broad dark 
brown stripes develop behind their head (Fig. 2). 

Eggs are laid in masses of 5-200 eggs, typically on the under-
side of dry bean leaves, deep in the crop canopy. Eggs are the 
size of a pin head, pearly white when fresh and are shaped like 
tiny cantaloupes (Fig. 3). They take 5-7 days to hatch, gradually 
darkening to tan and then purple, within 1-3 days before 
hatching. 
 

Damage 

Feeding damage in dry beans begins as tiny shot holes in leaves 
and flower petals by the very young larvae (Fig. 4). Once larvae 
reach the third instar, they move to feeding on and within the 
pods. These older larvae only feed at night, spending the day in 
and on the soil surface. Each night, larvae climb up the plant 
to feed on a new pod and exit again before morning. Entry 
holes can be seen on the outside of the pod (Fig. 5).   
 
Seeds can be shriveled or damaged from direct feeding. Yield 
loss from direct bean feeding is less of a concern than quality 
issues caused by this feeding. The holes allow for the introduc-
tion of pod diseases, which in turn impact seed quality. Dam-
aged bean seed is further docked as òpickó requiring additional 
screening and cleaning (Fig. 6).  Beans exposed to air from 
WBC holes can discolour, particularly in cranberry beans.  
 
 

Figures 1-6. From top left to bottom rightð 1. WBC adult moth.  Photo credit: Jocelyn Smith, UGRC; 2ñ WBC larva. Photo Credit: 
Tracey Baute, OMAFRA; 3ð Freshly laid WBC eggs on corn. Photo Credit: Tracey Baute, OMAFRA; 4ñWBC leaf feeding damage 
on beans. Photo CreditñChris DiFonzo, Michigan State University; 5ñWBC pod feeding damage. Photo CreditñJocelyn Smith, 
UGRC; and 6ñWBC seed damage. Photo CreditñChris DiFonzo, Michigan State University 
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The WBC Life Cycle  
 

Western bean cutworm complete one generation per year (Fig. 
7). Through fall to early summer, pre-pupae lie dormant in soil 
chambers until spring when they pupate (A). Moths climb out 
of the soil in early July in Ontario (B) though migratory moths 
from nearby states (eg. Michigan) can be captured in traps in 
Ontario as early as the first week of June (C). Average peak 
moth flight in Ontario occurs during the last week of July, 
though this timing varies regionally. Southern-most counties 
tend to peak in the second week of July, while eastern counties 
do not experience peak flight until the first or second week of 
August.   
 
Moths are mostly active at night. Mated females are preferen-
tially attracted to late whorl to early-tassel stage corn to lay their 
eggs on the top two or three leaves of the corn plants (D). 

Once corn fields in the area are past the early tassel stages, 
moths prefer to lay their eggs in dry bean fields or late planted 
corn fields (E). Eggs in dry bean fields are laid on the underside 
of the leaves, deep in the crop canopy. Eggs take five to seven 
days to hatch, starting as pearly white when fresh, turning a 
purple colour within a few days of hatching (E-F). Egg laying 
can occur in Ontario anytime from mid-June to the end of Au-
gust. 
 
Once the eggs hatch (F), the tiny larvae consume their egg shell 
then feed briefly on the bean leaves and flowers until 3rd in-
stars (G). They then spend most of the day in the soil surface. 
At night, the larvae crawl up a bean plant, feeding on a new 
bean pod each night (H). They continue this until the bean 
pods are ready for harvest (I). The larvae then drop to the 
ground to burrow down and enter the pre-pupal stage in the 
fall (J). 

Figure 7.  Life cycle of western bean cutworm in dry beans in Ontario.  
Photo Credits: Jocelyn Smith, UGRC for A, C and J; Tracey Baute, OMAFRA for D and H; Jennifer Bruggeman, UGRC for E and F and 

Chris DiFonzo, Michigan State University for  G and I. 
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