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Section I: Invasive and Emerging Pests 
 

“WINTER CUTWORM” HITS WILLAMETTE VALLEY 
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Noctua pronuba is a Noctuid moth, widely distributed throughout Eurasia. Common names for this 
species include “large yellow underwing” and “winter cutworm”, in reference to the adult and larval 
stages, respectively. This non-native insect was first introduced to North America near Halifax, Nova 
Scotia, in 1979. Within a decade, adult moths were detected throughout the east coast, continued 
advancing west to Idaho, Washington, California, and Oregon by 2001, and are now considered abundant 
in most of the US. However, accounts of crop damage have been rare, and are evidenced by just a few 
reports from Michigan (2007), North Dakota (2008), and Idaho (2009). N. pronuba has a wide host range 
and will feed on field crops, vegetables, turf grass, small fruits, ornamentals, and weeds. Recent 
observations of larval activity are causing concern for PNW growers and homeowners alike. 
 
As an adult, the large yellow underwing displays over 10 morphotypes, but all are recognizable by the 
distinctive pattern and coloring of the hindwing. Therefore, amateur collectors and naturalists are quick to 
ID the species, and in fact, have provided much of the detail of what we currently know about N. 
pronuba. Moths are attracted to light traps, and in some instances have been noted aggregating on walls 
and at street lights. They are strong fliers, and migration is a main mode of invasion. Egg masses are laid 
on vegetative or abiotic structures including host plants, sticks, fences, vehicles, walls and eaves of 
houses. After 2-3 weeks eggs hatch, and larvae begin feeding immediately. Development continues 
through six larval instars, and feeding activity increases on warmer days. This species is commonly called 
the winter cutworm because larvae can tolerate temperatures of 40°F (4°C) or less. In Michigan, larvae 
were seen actively foraging on snow banks, thus coining the term ‘winter cutworm’. Larvae persist 
throughout the fall and winter, and may mature at various times. Details of the lifecycle is disputed. 
 
Due to the unusual activity period of N. pronuba, the potential risk for crop damage extends from 
September through May. N. pronuba larvae are especially damaging because they display characteristics 
of both subterranean and climbing-type cutworms. They also hatch in larval masses, which then become 
mobile, typical of armyworms. Damage varies widely depending on crop, and can range from leaf-cutting 
and bloom defoliation to root and crown chewing and stem-girdling. Small grains can be particularly 
damaged, and regrowth is not guaranteed. Consequences of residential infestation include personal injury 
due to slippery surfaces, and pet illness if the caterpillars are ingested. Concerns of herbivory in native 
ecosystems also increases during this type of outbreak epidemic.  
 
Factors that might influence an intensive larval feeding outbreak in agronomic areas include: reduced 
tillage, perennial cropping systems (especially fall-seeded crops), and areas with volunteer cereals or 
persistent, low-growing winter weeds. However, because N. pronuba is not an economic pest in its native 
range, there is limited information regarding effective control tactics. General recommendations include 
crop rotation, weed and volunteer management, and insecticides that are labeled for armyworm and 
cutworm control.  
 
Positive identification of the winter cutworm can likely be achieved by field scouts and homeowners 
alike, and an Extension publication will be released (est. Jan 2016 publication date) to aid identification 
and scouting efforts. Characteristics of mid- to late-stage larvae include:  

 - tan head capsule with adfrontal pattern (opened “X”) on the eyes 
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 - dark, discontinuous, sub-dorsal markings that are bordered ventrally by a thin, continuous 
cream colored band. The resulting dashed-line is most apparent on posterior segments, and fades 
or is not present near the head 
 - lateral, diagonal white markings accented by black 
 - examination of the hypopharyngeal complex and mandibular structures is necessary to separate 
N. pronuba from the closely related N. comes  
 

 
Table 1. Investigations to date by OSU project team have revealed N. pronuba larvae in many locations 
and crop/site scenarios. 
location crop date 

investigated 
inquiry made via (how you were 
contacted) 

investigated by 

Shedd, OR volunteer ryegrass 8-NOV phone call to Benton Cty. 
Extension 

Clare Sullivan, 
OSU Ext. 

A. Dreves 

Banks, OR residential turf 10-NOV email B. Mc Donald  
Dayton, OR vineyard 10-NOV phone call from sales rep B. Mc Donald Kurt Wright, 

Simplot 
Vancouver, WA apartment complex 

turf 
12-NOV N/A (independent scouting) Dan Dearing, 

Simplot 
 

Yamhill Cty., OR seedling clover 13-NOV 

 

phone call to Yamhill Cty. 
Extension 

Nicole Anderson, 
OSU Ext. 

A. Dreves 

Amity, OR canola 18-NOV N/A (independent scouting) J. Green  
Springfield, OR residential 20-NOV email B. Mc Donald  
Centralia, Chehalis, 
and Puyallup, WA 

turf 8-DEC was contacted post-presentation B. McDonald  

Burlington, WA turf 11-DEC email B. McDonald Steve Link 
Willamette Valley, OR home lawn 13-DEC N/A (independent scouting) Tom Cook  

 
 

Figure 1. Mid-to-late stage winter cutworms have somewhat distinct patterning and are present 
throughout the fall and winter. The adult moth is widespread throughout this region but this is the first 
report of crop damage in Oregon.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


