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Maize Stalk Borer
Recognize the problem
Young affected plants have holes and ‘windows’ in the leaves. Small dark 
caterpillars can be seen at the base of the leaf. In severe attacks, the central 
leaves die. In older plants, the young caterpillars bore into the main stem and 
later move up into the cob of maize. The caterpillar is pinkish with distinct 
black spots along its body. When fully grown it measures about 4cm long. The 
round eggs are laid on the underside of leaves in columns stretching from the 
stem. They are white when first laid but get darker with age. They hatch into 
larvae after about 10 days. The larvae develop from small black caterpillars into 
pink caterpillars with black spots. The young caterpillar crawls to the base of a 
leaf and eats the plant tissue. After some time they bore into the stem and 
feed there until they are fully grown. The mature caterpillar (35 days old) cuts 
a hole in the side of the stalk before pupating. After 10 days of pupating in a 
brown sack roughly 2.5cm long, the brown night-flying adult moth emerges 
through the hole in the stem. The moth has a wing span of about 3.5cm.

Background
The maize stalk or stem borer is a widespread pest, found throughout tropical 
and sub-tropical areas, and is one of the major pests of maize, a major crop in 
Afghanistan. Most farmers face economic problems while the stalk borer pest 
infests their maize field. The maize stalk borer feeds mainly on maize and 
sorghum. Young caterpillars can also be found on many species of grasses and 
cereals. If no controls are used, losses can be as high as 50%. This pest 
cannot be controlled by seed treatments.

Management
• As soon as grassy weeds are killed in a field, larvae move to larger-

stemmed plants, such as corn so a thorough cleanup of weeds in the 
field is essential to prevent this from happening.

• One method of control is to burn weeds with an herbicide and treat with 
an insecticide as the larvae move to the corn. Careful timing is necessary 
to achieve control of the borers before they bore into corn plants and 
become difficult to remove.

• Since timing is critical, scout corn that is still in the whorl stage to 
determine if they are present. An early application of a short residual 
insecticide is very important.

• Remove or burn the maize stems after harvest as this is where the moth 
pupates ready to infect the next season’s crop

Scientific name(s) > Chilo partellus
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Stem borers in maize. (Photo by 
CIMMYT, via Flickr, CC BY-NC-SA)

Stem borer larva. (Photo by 
International Institute of Tropical 
Agriculture, via Flickr, CC BY-NC)

When using a pesticide, always wear protective clothing and follow the instructions on the product label, such 
as dosage, timing of application, and pre-harvest interval.


