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Sanitation to control cabbage loopers
Recognize the problem
Loopers can be a serious pest of brassica crops such as cabbages or rape. 
Loopers are light green, soft caterpillars. They are usually about 2 cm long, but 
can grow up to 4 cm. Their tiny young are whitish and nearly clear with a small 
dark head. Loopers move in a "looping" manner, arching the middle of the 
body as they move forward. Other green caterpillars like diamondback moth or 
white butterfly larvae do not move like this. Loopers feed on leaves and cause 
irregular holes. Sometimes they eat so much that only the midribs and veins of 
the leaves remain.

Background
The larvae of the cabbage loopers mainly eat on cabbages and rapes, but can 
also attack tomato, lettuce, potatoes, sweet potatoes, cotton and cucurbits. 
The pupae overwinter in the debris as well as in the soil and emerge as adult 
moths the next cropping season. As such, sanitation is very important.

Management
• Remove and destroy all plant debris after harvest. This is because pupae 

might still be present in the plant waste. 
◦ Burning is not allowed in many areas of Zambia but you can 

compost the debris.
◦ However, if no major insect pests or diseases are in your crop, 

then leave the residues as they improve the soil, and reduce water 
evaporation.

• Clear surrounding areas of weeds, because they may host the pest 
• If these measures are not enough, consider crop rotation with non-

cabbage and non-rape crops, such as onion and garlic

Scientific name(s) > Trichoplusia ni
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3.5 cm wide cabbage looper moth. 
(Photo by John L. Capinera, 
University of Florida, 1999)

Young 2 cm cabbage looper 
caterpillar moving like an arch. And 
feeding windows on leaves. (Photo 
by A. Shelton)


