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Phenology o f Pseudaletia (Cirphis) unipuncta (Haw.) Noctuidae,

Lepidoptera in Israel

by

Shoshana Yathom 

A b s t r a c t
Pseudaletia unipuncta, Haw. , which was not known to occur in 

the East Mediterranean region, has been caught in light traps in Israel since 
1959. The population of the moth varies according to region and season and from 
year to year. The peak of the population occurs in May-June, and the highest 
populations are trapped in the Huleh area, where suitable conditions for larval 
breeding are present.

I n t r o d u c t i o n
Pseudaletia unipuncta (Haw.) is a new insect in Israel and was appa- rently 

introduced only recently. According to the literature (1,2, 5, 7, 8, 
11, 12) it can become a serious pest. In Israel it is of little economic impor- tance at 
present, but it may become a more serious pest. News has already reached us of 
damage in a corn field, and in apple orchards.

Dr. J. Harpaz first noticed damage by the pest in 1959 in a corn field heavily 
attacked by the larvae, which had migrated theref rom an adjacent field of fox-tail 
millet (Setaria italica L.) Since then, the insect has been found in smaller numbers 
in various summer grains.

Pseudaletia unipuncta is known as the "true army worm", becausS of the 
large-group marching habit of its larvae in search of food. The adults are migratory 
moths, known to fly long distances; they are attracted to light (10, 14).

In view of this last fact, it was decided to study the phenology of this 
insect in Israel by taking advantage of its phototactic inclinations. A study was 
made of the periods of flights, and the density of populations at various seasons.

Methods
Light traps were established in various parts of the country, the source of 

light being a 125 Watt mercury-vapor bulb. The bulb was placed in a funnel
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Fig. 1. Location of traps at various 
sites in Israel (see text).

to which four perpendicular wings were 
attached to prevent escape of the moths; 
below the funnel was placed a jar con
taining an insecticide and the moths 
were collected therein.

The traps were operated every 
night from sunset to sunrise, at which 
time the moths caught were removed, 
killed if necessary, and sent off to be 
sorted and identified. The traps were 
placed at the following sites listed from  
tljie Mediterranean coast eastwards, and 
from south to north.

Along the coastal plain at: 1. Sa'ad;
2. Rehovot. Inland: 3. Eilat, on the
western shore of the Gulf of Aqaba.
4. Jerusalem, in the Judean Hills.
5. Beit Shean, northern Jordan Valley.
6. Huleh Valley, near the Jordan 

tributaries

In addition,casual trappings were made 
at Nizana (along the western Egyptian 
border), and at Sdom, at the southern 
tip of the Dead Sea.

R e s u i t s

The number of Pseudaletia uni- 
puncta moths caught at various locali
ties varied greatly.

The total number of moths caught 
each month at various localities during 
1960 is presented in Fig. 2.



57

'fcu/mBvt

n  R ... ■ , —  8 u-t SKt&m.r__ n n
L  ^ , p , n n  | \ f ~l  I I i r-1 I I ¡ jV U A M f a * * ,

i ........ ; . . i i > i" i i • Ciibi.

fu k***t

5aeJL
. ¡) O K  O

'mjynJ&u

Fig. 2. Monthly totals of P.unipuncta moths caught 
at various sites in 1960.

The highest num
ber of moths was 
caught in the 
Huleh area and 
in the central 
coastal plain 
(Rehovot), where
as in the southern 
coastal plain 
(Sa'ad), in Jeru
salem, and in 
Beit Shean the 
populations were 
much smaller. 
Hardly any moths 
were caught in 
Eilat, viz. 3 in 
1960, 1 in 1961. and 
one in 1962, al
ways in May; 
one moth was 
caught in May 
1961 in Nizana, 
and a few at Sdom, 
in December 1961. 
The population va
ried not only from 
one locality to ano
ther, but also from 
year to year at 
the same locality. 
The course of 
these fluctuations 
in Rehovot is pre
sented in Fig. 3 .  
Figs. 2 and 3 show 
a distinct popula
tion peak in May 
or June; the rise

in population in December is the beginning of the peak of the following year, 
gs observed id the winter of 1960-1961. The number of moths caught in



58

1959 was quite low, but increased constantly until 1961; a decrease in po
pulation occurred.

The population varied not only from one locality to another,but also 
from year to year at the same locality. The course of these fluctuations in 
Rehovot is presented in Fig. 3. Figs. 2 and 3 show a distinct population peak
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Fig. 3. Total numbers of P . unipuncta moths caught in Rehovot during 
1959 -  1962.
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in May or June; the rise in population in December is the beginning of the 
peak of the following year, as observed in the winter of 1960-1961. The 
number of moths caught in 1959 was quite low, but increased constantly 
until 1961; in 1962, a decrease in population occurred.

In 1963 a very large population was trapped in the Huleh Valley; a 
comparison between the numbers caught then with those caught in i960 is 
given in Fig. 4. A low population was present throughout the winter, with 
a peak during the second half of February; it dropped in March and low popu
lations prevailed until the second half of May, when a sudden increase occur
red this continued to the end of June. In July, the population suddenly drop
ped.

Fig. 4. Average numbers of P. unipuncta moths caught nightly in the Huleh 
Valley in 1960 and 1963 (fortnightly averages)
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D i s c u s s i o n

Pseudaletia (Cirphis) unipuncta is new in Israel, and is far removed 
from its main endemic areas (2 ,4 ,  6, 8, 9, 13). It was probably accidentally 
introduced, only recently, as it was introduced earlier to Australi a (6) and the 
Far East (3).

In Israel it is most abundant in the central coastal area (Rehovot) and 
in the Huleh Valley, while in the southern part of the coastal area (Sa'ad), in 
Jerusalem and in Beit Shean the populations were much lower. This may be 
explained by this insect's mode of life. Oviposition takes place in swampy 
or flooded areas (4, 9, 13). The larvae develop on the succulent graminaceous 
plants prevalent in these areas; after having finished this food supply the lar
vae migrate to adjacent fields. In Israel such areas occur in the Huleh Valley, 
which is criss-crossed with many canals and rivulets containing flora suitable 
for larval development, and to some extent' in the central coastal plain, where 
some rivers are found.

Unfortunately the tra p in the Huleh Valley did not function regularly 
during 1961-1962; thus, it is not clear if the increase in population there was 
gradual or occurred suddenly in 1963.

Suitable habitats for the insect exist neither in the southern part of the 
coastal plain nor in the Judean Hills near Jerusalem. The Beit Shean Valley 
is an exception; there, despite the many springs and canals, maintaining 
an abundance of food plants for the larvae, the population was not as dense 
as in the Huleh or the central coastal area; it is possible that the high tem
peratures prevailing in this area act as a limiting factor.
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