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What’s Eating your Peppers? 

Beth A Bishop 
Department of Entomology  Michigan State University 

Phone:  517) 355-5154 (office)      email:  bishopb@msu.edu 

  The most significant insect pests of peppers in Michigan are aphids (especially green peach aphid) 

and European corn borer.  Both insects feed on many different crops and weeds and both overwinter in 

Michigan.

  Aphids damage peppers by spreading plant viruses, by excreting honeydew that contaminates fruit 

(and causes the growth of sooty mold), and by feeding on foliage producing stunting and deformation.  

Green peach aphids overwinter as eggs on trees.  In the spring the eggs hatch and females give birth to live 

young.  Eventually some adults develop wings and fly to new fields, where they land, feed, and may settle in 

and give birth.  During the growing season, under conditions of stress, such as overcrowding, plant 

senescence, etc., winged adults may develop and disperse to other fields.   

  Many factors may contribute to aphid problems on peppers.  Excessive applications of insecticides, 

especially pyrethroid insecticides, may decimate natural enemy populations and cause aphid populations to 

explode.  Lack of heavy rains or irrigation, which causes high aphid mortality, may increase aphid problems.  

So does hot weather, which speeds up the aphid life cycle.   

  Aphids on peppers are usually kept under control by predators, parasites and diseases.  These 

natural enemies prevent populations from building to damaging levels.  Although aphids can transmit 

viruses, such transmission occurs within a matter of seconds—too fast for any insecticide to prevent it.  

There is little a grower can do to prevent virus transmission except for removing infected plants and crop 

debris, and keeping the area surrounding the field weed free.  Insecticides applied for European corn borer 

control usually help control aphids, unless over-application of pyrethroid insecticides kills natural enemies.  

The crop is most vulnerable to aphid damage when fruit is present, and additional insecticide application to 

control aphids may be warranted at this point to prevent cosmetic damage to fruit.   

  European corn borers overwinter as mature larvae in plant stems.  In spring, they complete 

development, emerge as moths, mate, and lay eggs, usually on corn.  Subsequent generations (there are two 

and sometimes three generations per year in most of the Midwest) develop in mid to late July and early fall.  

Other crops (peppers, snap beans, applies, etc.) are often targets of the later generations.

In peppers, female corn borer moths lay eggs on the underside of leaves. After larvae hatch, they 

feed for a day or two and then bore into pepper fruit, most usually under the cap.  Corn borer feeding 

damages and contaminates the fruit and promotes premature ripening.  In addition, the hole produced when 

the larva bores into the fruit provides an entry site for soft rot pathogens.  Ironically, as the fruit begins to rot 

it become uninhabitable and the corn borer may move to and into neighboring fruit, spreading the rot in the 

process.

  European corn borers will lay eggs on   a very wide variety of plants, including many vegetables, 

fruit, ornamentals and weeds. Like many insects with a broad appetite, corn borers definitely have 

preferences.  Whether or not a female will lay eggs on a given plant depends, in part, on whether anything 
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she likes better is available.  Corn is generally preferred to snap beans or peppers, but corn that is not 

actively growing (is stunted by weather conditions, is stressed by lack of water, is senescing, etc.) is not 

attractive and females may then lay eggs on other plants, including peppers.  Thus, the period when peppers 

are most at risk from corn borer damage corresponds to the period when moths are flying, pepper fruit is 

forming and corn is maturing.   

  If insecticidal control of European corn borer is needed, knowing WHEN to apply the insecticide is 

crucial.  European corn borer goes through several population cycles each year, with peaks of egg laying.  

After the eggs hatch, there is a 1 to 3 day window that the larvae are vulnerable to insecticides; once they 

bore into the fruit or stem they are protected from most insecticides.  Finally, Orthene (acephate), which is 

the most effective corn borer insecticide in peppers, is limited to two applications per year. 

  There are three general, complementary strategies for predicting when European corn borer egg 

laying and larval hatching occurs. First, we can predict egg laying based on degree day accumulations.  Egg 

laying first occurs each year about 450 to 500 degree days (base 50).  The second generation  of eggs are laid 

around 1450 to 1500 degree days (base 50).  This is the generation of most concern for pepper growers.  If a 

third generation occurs, it is also of great concern for pepper growers, and eggs will begin to be laid around 

2,450 degree-days (base 50).  In reality, these degree-day accumulations can only be used to estimate egg 

laying, since other factors also influence the timing of egg laying.   

  The second strategy for identifying periods of egg laying is by trapping the moths.  Both blacklight 

and pheromone traps have been used.  Blacklight traps are more accurate, but are more time consuming since 

they must be emptied every day or two.  Further, because blacklights capture a variety of insects, it takes 

time to sort through each day’s catch and identify European corn borer moths.   

  Pheromone traps have the advantage of attracting ONLY European corn borers (since they use a 

chemical attractant that mimics the smell of female moths, and is specific to European corn borers).  They 

also need to be checked only once per week.  Although they are less time consuming, they are also less 

accurate.  Nevertheless, pheromone trap catches can provide additional estimates of egg laying.   

  Finally, when degree-day accumulations and black-light and pheromone trap catch indicates 

possible egg laying, insecticide applications are probably warranted if peppers are in fruit.  If growers are 

unsure, walking the field can also provide information about European corn borer abundance and egg laying.  

Adult moths rest in grassy areas surrounding the fields during the day and can be flushed and counted if you 

walk through these areas.  Also, growers can examine the underside of leaves for the presence of eggs.  Eggs 

are clear when first laid, but have a black center when hatching is near.  Application of the most effective 

insecticides (e.g., Orthene) should be targeted toward peak egg hatching.   

  Besides insecticides, cultural methods can help reduce European corn borer problems.  Heavy 

rainfall or regular irrigation increase mortality in young larvae.  Nearby cornfields, which serve as a source 

of moths, and by tall weedy areas surrounding the field (which serve as breeding sites) can increase problems 

in peppers, especially when the corn begins to senesce.  Chopping crop debris or plowing it under in the fall 

can decrease European corn borer problems the following year by killing overwintering larvae.   

   


