
Managing the Fall Armyworm Threat 
Using the Push–Pull Technology
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The eighth abdominal 
segment has four dark spots 

Broad, pale band along top 
of body, contrasted by dark 

striping at the sides

The armyworm head is covered with a dark 
net‑like pattern and what looks like an 

upside down white ‘Y’ marking

Lateral view of the fall armyworm

Dorsal view of the 
fall armyworm
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Fall armyworm: Life cycle and damage to maize
The fall armyworm life cycle includes four growth stages: egg, six growth stages of caterpillar development (instars), pupa and 
moth.
This diagram illustrates the life cycle, showing where to find the fall armyworm on maize plants at any given stage.

After approximately 14 days the 
fully grown caterpillar will drop to 
the ground.

TASSEL

WHORL

EAR

SILK
COB

LEAF

STALK

GROWTH STAGES 4–6

By stage 3–6 it will have reached the protective region of the whorl, where it does 
the most damage, resulting in ragged holes in the leaves.

Feeding on young plants can kill the growing point resulting in no new leaves or 
cobs developing.

Often only 1 or 2 caterpillars are found in each whorl, as they become cannibalistic 
when larger and will eat each other to reduce competition for food.

Large quantities of frass (caterpillar excrement) are present. When this dries, it 
resembles sawdust.

If the plant is older and has already developed cobs, then the caterpillar will eat its 
way through the protective leaf bracts into the side of the cob where it begins to 
feed on the developing kernels (seeds).

GROWTH STAGES 1–3

After hatching the young caterpillars feed superficially, usually on the undersides of 
leaves. Feeding results in semi-transparent patches on the leaves called windows.

Young caterpillars can spin silken threads that catch the wind and transport the 
caterpillars to a new plant.

The leaf whorl is preferred in young plants, whereas the leaves around the cob silks 
are attractive in older plants.

Feeding is more active during the night. 

Eggs (100–200) are generally laid on the underside of leaves, typically near 
the base of the plant, close to the junction of the leaf and the stem. The eggs are 
covered in protective scales rubbed off from the moth’s abdomen after laying.

The eggs may be laid higher up the plants or on nearby vegetation when the 
populations are high.DA
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After approximately 8–9 days, the adult 
moth emerges to restart the cycle. 

The caterpillar will then burrow 2–8 cm into the soil 
before pupating.

The loose silk oval-shaped cocoon is 20–30 mm in length.

If the soil is too hard, then the caterpillar will cover itself in 
leaf debris before pupating.
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Use pegs and ropes, measure the first plot of 30m x 30m. A Push–pull 
plot can be as small as 20m x 20m, or as big as any shamba.

Clear the land and plough ...

ESTABLISHING A PUSH–PULL PLOT ... then 
break down 
the soil until 

it is fine.
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We then put pegs at 
opposite sides of the field 
at intervals of 75cm each. 
When we finished marking 

the plot with pegs and 
strings it looked like this.

TO PLANT BRACHIARIA GRASS

Brachiaria can be 
planted by use 
of root splits or 
seed. 

Dig holes  along the 
demarcated lines 
ready for planting.

Apply two hand‑fulls 
of well decomposed 

farmyard 
manure in 
each hole.

1 2

To plant brachiaria using root splits follow these steps.

Placing 
Brachiaria root 
splits upright 
into the planting 
holes and 
covering with 
soil.

3 After 5 weeks, your Push–pull 
plot should look like this.

Maize

Desmodium

Brachiaria or Napier grass

9



1010



THE END
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icipe – Working in Africa for Africa…

The International Centre of Insect Physiology and Ecology (icipe) was established in 1970 in direct response to the need for alternative and environmentally-
friendly pest and vector management strategies. Headquartered in Nairobi, Kenya, icipe is mandated to conduct research and develop methods that are effective, 
selective, non-polluting, non-resistance inducing, and which are affordable to resource-limited rural and urban communities. icipe’s mandate further extends 
to the conservation and utilisation of the rich insect biodiversity found in Africa. icipe’s Capacity Building Programme aims to promote the development and 
utilisation of sustainable arthropod management technologies by enhancing the research and training capabilities of countries in Africa. The Centre’s major areas 
of capacity building activity are: (i) Capacity building and professional development of university lecturers, researchers, and professionals in insect and related 
sciences; (ii) institutional development by nurturing and strengthening higher education, research and extension institutions; (iii) promoting innovations on insect 
science, in collaboration with regional and national agricultural research and advisory services, and the private sector. These objectives are realised through 
postgraduate training at PhD and MSc levels, professional development schemes for scientists, and non-degree training for technicians, scientists, community 

members and extension workers.
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COLLABORATORS: Kenya Agricultural and Livestock Research Organisation (KALRO); Ministry of Agriculture (MOA), Kenya. Visit: www.pull–pull.net
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