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Identification of fall armyworm caterpillars
Recognize the problem
Fall armyworm caterpillars may be mistaken for life stages of other insects that 
attack maize. Fall armyworms have some similar features to maize stalk (stem) 
borers, African armyworm and African bollworm (also called American bollworm 
or budworm or cotton bollworm).

Background
The fall armyworm is a new insect pest in Africa, and many farmers do not 
know about it. It attacks over 100 plant species, but is most destructive to 
maize. You must correctly identify the fall armyworm to choose the right 
control.

Young  <2cm caterpillars

• Fall armyworm: Greenish with black heads, soon turning light orange.  
Feed on all leaves, and whorl.

• African armyworm:  Green or light brown. Feed on young leaves, and 
whorl.

• Bollworm:  Colour is variable but mostly greenish and yellow to red-
brown. Feed on young cob.

• Stalk borers:  Brown, purple or black. Feed on young leave whorl.

Older up to 3cm or even 4cm long caterpillars

• Fall armyworm: Light green to brown; backside often has thin white 
lines, and darker lines on its sides. Inverted light "Y" on front of head. 
Small black spots on body, and 4 spots in a square at end of body. Feeds 
on all leaves, whorl, and cob from side inwards.

• African armyworm: Shiny black; thin dark blue lines on the top of the 
body; several greenish yellow lines at side. Inverted light "Y" on the front 
of the head, but doesn’t have the 4 spots near the head like the fall 
armyworm. Feeds on young leaves, and whorl, and cob from the top 
downwards.

• Bollworm: Colour is variable but mostly greenish and yellow to red-
brown. Head is yellow with several spots. 3 thin dark stripes run along its 
back and a thick yellow light stripe runs down each side. Rough to the 
touch. If disturbed, they fall from plant and curl up on ground. Feeds on 
cob from the top downwards.

• Stalk borers: Creamy-white with a grey or light-pink tint. Tiny black 
spots found along the length of its body. Feeds mainly inside the stem, 
creating stem entry holes. Sometimes feed on cob from the top.

Scientific name(s) > Spodoptera frugiperda
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Lose Less, Feed More

Fall armyworm. (Photo by Russ 
Ottens, University of Georgia, 
Bugwood.org)

African armyworm. (Photo by 
Kieser M., via ecoport)


