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Destructive Insects of Vegetables 

 
Insects                    Crops  Symptoms & Damage  Control Methods 

 
Aphids or Plant Lice 

Tiny (less than 1/8 A long), soft-
bodied, usually wingless insects.  
Color ranges from pale green to black.  
Slow-moving.  Often not noticed until 
there are many upon a plant. 

Bean,      
Broccoli, 
Cabbage, 
Cucumber      
Irish Potato, 
Muskmelon, 
Squash,      
Sweet Corn, 
Tomato, 
Watermelon. 

Curled leaves; �honeydew� 
(clear, sticky substance on 
leaves and fruit given off by 
aphids, turns black from mold 
growth); many tiny, soft-bodied 
insects. 

Non-Chemical   Predators such as ladybird 
beetle adults and larvae, green lacewing larvae, 
syrphid fly larvae, and several parasitic wasps all 
help reduce aphid numbers when insecticides are 
not used.  Heavy rains help dislodge aphids from 
the plant and, during periods of high humidity, 
fungal diseases may greatly reduce populations.  
The remarkable reproductive capacity of the 
aphid normally overcomes the effects of natural 
controls in spring when cool temperatures hinder 
the development of natural enemies.  These 
natural controls most often catch up in the 
warmer weather of summer and fall. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Colorado Potato Beetle 
Adult Colorado potato beetles are 
easy to spot.  They have bright yellow 
bodies with black stripes running the 
length of their backs and black spots 
behind their heads.  The beetles are 
about 3/8� long with hard, rounded 
shells. 

The beetles 
prefer to feed on 
potato, but they 
will also feed on 
eggplant. 

Look for clusters of bright 
yellow-orange eggs on the 
undersides of leaves beginning 
in early May (120 DD50) 
 
Both adults and large larvae 
are voracious leaf feeders.  
They can chew holes larger 
than 1/8� across into the leaves 
of susceptible plants.  They 
often consume entire leaves 
beginning with young, 
succulent leaves.  Larvae 
typically feed in groups and 
may completely defoliate 
plants. 

Non-Chemical   The large larvae and adults can 
be hand picked or removed with a net.  Be sure 
to wash your hands before touching your eyes or 
mouth.  Cover the plants with floating row covers 
to keep the beetles out.   
 
Biological   Colorado potato beetle is highly 
resistant to most garden insecticides.   However 
the biological insecticide Btt (Bacillus 
thuringiensis var. tenebrionis or san diego) is 
effective against first instar (185 DD50) and 
second instar (240 DD50) larvae and must be 
applied as an early spray against small larvae.  
The more commonly available Bt var. kurstaki 
(Btk), which is effective on caterpillars, will not 
affect beetle larvae. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cucumber Beetle 
The striped cucumber beetle is 1/5� 
long and yellow-green in color with 
three black stripes running the length 
of its body.  Spotted cucumber beetles 
are yellow-green with 12 black spots 
on their backs. 
 

Cucumbers and 
muskmelons are 
particularly 
susceptible.   
 
Watermelons, 
pumpkins, and 
squash are rarely 
affected. 
 

Cucumber beetle larvae feed 
on roots and stems and can 
stunt or kill seedlings or 
transplants.  The adults feed on 
stems, foliage and fruit.  More 
importantly, these beetles 
transmit the bacteria that cause 
bacterial wilt.  This disease 
plugs the water-conducting 
vessels of the plant, eventually 
resulting in plant death.  Once 
the bacteria are in the plant, it 
travels through the vascular 
system and causes blockages 
of the vessels.   

Non-Chemical   Cover the plants with floating 
row covers to keep the beetles out.  Make sure 
you uncover flowering plants to allow the bees to 
enter and pollinate the plants.  If bacterial wilt 
infections have already occurred, remove the 
diseased plants immediately to prevent the 
spread of the disease while insects are present. 
 
Chemical   There are several insecticides 
available for control of cucumber beetles.  Refer 
to UWEX publication A2088, �Managing Insects 
in the Home Vegetable Garden�, for a complete 
listing of available products.  If the insecticide 
carbaryl is selected, care must be taken when 
making applications while bees are present.  
Applications should be made late in the day to 
reduce bee mortality.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cutworms 
Cutworms are the larval stage or 
caterpillar of night-flying moths.  Up to 
1 ‰� long.  Black, gray, or mottled 
caterpillars.  Usually a single cutworm 
found curled up beneath soil surface 
at base of damaged plant. 

Broccoli, 
Brussels 
Sprouts, 
Cabbage, 
Cauliflower, 
Eggplant, 
Kohlrabi, 
Pepper 
Sweet Corn, 
Tomato. 

Cut-off or wilted plants.  
Cutworms chew through plant 
stems at or just beneath soil 
surface.  They also may feed 
on ripening tomato fruits, 
leaving small, round holes 

Non-Chemical   Where damage is seen, search 
for and destroy the cutworms.  Protect young 
plants with an aluminum foil collar, paper cups, or 
tin cans with bottoms removed pushed into the 
soil at least 1 ‰ �. 
 
Chemical   Commercial cutworm baits containing 
carbaryl are available, but must be used before 
damage begins 
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Imported 
Cabbageworm 

Imported 
cabbageworm 
adults are the white 
butterflies 
commonly seen 
flying in great 
numbers on warm 
summer days.  
Female butterflies 

have 2 black dots on each forewing 
while the smaller males only have one 
dot per wing.  Larvae are velvety green 
worms up to 1 inch long with a faint 
yellow stripe running down the back 
 

 

Broccoli, 
Brussels     
sprouts, 
Cabbage, 
Cauliflower 

Collards 

Chinese 
cabbage 

Larvae of the imported 
cabbageworm moth feed on cole 
crop leaves between the large 
veins and midribs.  Feeding 
occurs primarily on the upper leaf 
surface near the midrib 
producing large, irregular holes. 
As older imported cabbageworm 
larvae move toward the center of 
the plant, they may remove all 
but the main leaf veins.  Severe 
feeding damage will stunt 
cabbage and cauliflower heads.  
Larval damage to the developing 
bud on young cabbage can 
cause the head to abort.  The 
copious quantity of greenish-
brown frass produced by the 
larvae makes the heads and 
foliage unsightly (but still edible). 

Non-Chemical   Floating row covers can provide a 
physical barrier to imported cabbageworms in small 
cole crop plantings.  Natural controls are frequently 
quite effective in holding cabbageworm populations 
down. 
 
Chemical:  Bacillus thuringiensis var. Kurstaki or 
Aisawai applied to early instar larvae can be very 
effective in controlling imported cabbageworms.  
There are also a wide variety of chemical 
insecticides that are effective in controlling 
caterpillar pests of cole crops.  Refer to UWEX 
publication A2088, “Managing Insects in the Home 
Vegetable Garden”, for specific insecticide 
recommendations.  Target early instar larvae and 
insure good plant coverage to improve efficacy 
when using insecticides.  Use pest-specific 
insecticides in early to mid-season when 
diamondback moth and imported cabbageworms 
are prevalent so natural enemies are conserved. 

Cabbage Looper 
Got its name from 
the way it arches its 
body while moving.  
When fully grown, 
its greenish body is 
1½ inches long and 
tapers near the 
head.  There is a 
thin white line along 
each side and two 
white lines along the 
back.  The cabbage 

looper adult is greyish-brown, night-
flying moth with a wingspan of 1½ 
inches.  The mottled brown forewings 
are marked near the middle with a 
characteristic small, silver-white figure 8 
or letter Y. 

Broccoli, 
Brussels 
sprouts, 
Cabbage, 
Cauliflower 
Collards 

Chinese 
cabbage 

Larvae of the cabbage looper 
moth feed on cole crop leaves 
between the large veins and 
midribs. Feeding occurs primarily 
on the upper leaf surface near 
the midrib producing large, 
irregular holes. Severe feeding 
damage will stunt cabbage and 
cauliflower heads.  Larval 
damage to the developing bud 
on young cabbage can cause the 
head to abort.  Head boring by 
cabbage loopers is also common 
in early cabbage and can result 
in unmarketable heads.  The 
copious quantity of greenish-
brown frass produced by the 
larvae makes the heads and 
foliage unsightly (but still edible). 

Non-Chemical   Floating row covers can provide a 
physical barrier to cabbage loopers in small cole 
crop plantings.  Natural controls are frequently quite 
effective in holding cabbage looper populations 
down 
 
Chemical:  Bacillus thuringiensis var. Kurstaki or 
Aisawai applied to early instar larvae can be very 
effective in controlling cabbage loopers.  There are 
also a wide variety of chemical insecticides that are 
effective in controlling caterpillar pests of cole 
crops.  Refer to UWEX publication A2088, 
“Managing Insects in the Home Vegetable Garden”, 
for specific insecticide recommendations.  Target 
early instar larvae and insure good plant coverage 
to improve efficacy when using insecticides.  Use 
pest-specific insecticides in early to mid-season 
when cabbage loopers are prevalent so natural 
enemies are conserved. 

Diamondback 
Moth 

A small, greyish-
brown, night-flying 
moth with a 1 inch 
wingspan.  It holds 
its wings together, 
roof-like over its 
back, when at rest.  

When in this 
position, a pattern of 
three diamond-
shaped spots can 
be seen along the 
top of the moth’s 
body.  The small 

caterpillars (up to 3/8 inch long at 
maturity) are pointed at both ends and 
range in color from cabbage green to 
yellow.  When disturbed, the larva 
rapidly wiggles its body back and forth, 
often causing it to fall off the plant 

Broccoli, 
Brussels 
sprouts, 
Cabbage, 
Cauliflower 
Collards 

Chinese 
cabbage 

Larvae of the diamondback moth 
feed on cole crop leaves 
between the large veins and 
midribs.  Diamondback moth 
larvae prefer to feed on the lower 
leaf surface, leaving the upper 
epidermis intact thereby creating 
a “window-paning” effect. Severe 
feeding damage will stunt 
cabbage and cauliflower heads.  
Larval damage to the developing 
bud on young cabbage can 
cause the head to abort.  The 
copious quantity of greenish-
brown frass produced by the 
larvae makes the heads and 
foliage unsightly (but still edible). 
 

Non-Chemical   Floating row covers can provide a 
physical barrier to diamondback moths in small cole 
crop plantings.  Natural controls are frequently quite 
effective in holding diamondback moth populations 
down 
 
Chemical:  Bacillus thuringiensis var. Kurstaki or 
Aisawai applied to early instar larvae can be very 
effective in controlling diamondback moths.  There 
are also a wide variety of chemical insecticides that 
are effective in controlling caterpillar pests of cole 
crops.  Refer to UWEX publication A2088, 
“Managing Insects in the Home Vegetable Garden”, 
for specific insecticide recommendations.  Target 
early instar larvae and insure good plant coverage 
to improve efficacy when using insecticides.  Use 
pest-specific insecticides in early to mid-season 
when diamondback moths are prevalent so natural 
enemies are conserved. 
 

Cabbage Maggot 
Ash-gray, bristly, 
fly that resembles 
a housefly but is 
half as long and 
has black stripes 
on its thorax.  The 

larvae are legless and white with a 1/3-
inch long bodies that taper toward the 
head. 

Cabbage, 
Broccoli, 
Cauliflower, 
Brussels 
sprouts, 
Rutabagas 
Collards 

Chinese 
cabbage 

Cabbage maggot larvae damage 
cole crops by feeding on the 
roots and lower stem of the plant.  
They can be especially 
damaging to seedlings, injuring 
the growing point of the root and 
thereby stunting plant growth.  
Affected plants appear stunted 
and off-color.  Severely damaged 
plants may wilt during hot 
weather. 

Non-Chemical   Prevention is the best method of 
cabbage maggot management.  Plant in well-
drained soils when soil temperatures exceed 50oF.  
Late plantings (mid-June) are generally damaged 
less than early plantings.  If possible, time planting 
dates to avoid peak fly emergence.  Transplants 
should be planted one week before peak fly 
emergence while seeds should be sown at least 
three weeks before, or one week after emergence.  
Floating row covers are also effective in protecting 
plants during flight periods.    

 


