
Photo 1. A caterpillar of  taro hornworm, Hippotion
celerio, eating a leaf and leaving only the veins.

 

Photo 2. Severe damage to taro caused by the taro
hornworm, Hippotion celerio; the leaves have been

eaten leaving only the leaf stalks or petioles.

Photo 3. Solitary egg of taro hornworm, Hippotion
celerio.

 

Photo 4. When mature the caterpillars of taro
hornworm, Hippotion celerio, are dark brown.

Photo 5. Pupa taro hornworm, Hippotion celerio.
 

Photo 6. Adult taro hornworm, Hippotion celerio.
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Taro hornworm (032)

Common Name

Taro hornworm

Scientific Name

Hippotion celerio

Distribution

Widespread. In tropical, sub-tropical and temperate countries. Asia, Africa, Europe, Oceania. It is recorded from Australia, Fiji, Guam,
Kiribati, Nauru, New Caledonia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, and Vanuatu.

Hosts

Taro, sweetpotato, and noni (Morinda sp.)

Symptoms & Life Cycle
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The caterpillars do the damage. They eat the leaves, leaving only the main veins (Photo 1). Sometimes even these are eaten and only the
petioles are left (Photo 2).

The eggs, round, 1-1.5 mm diameter, are laid singly on both sides of the leaf and on the petioles (Photo 3). They vary from round to oval,
and from clear to bluish-green. Just before the emergence of the caterpillars they are green-yellow. The caterpillars moult four times: at
first they are pale yellow, then, as they age, they become green and dark brown (Photo 4). Some remain green. The eyespots and a yellow
line running almost the entire length of the caterpillar develop after the first moult. When mature, the caterpillars are 80-90 mm long. At
this stage, they move to the soil, form a cocoon or cell in the leaf litter or just below the soil, and pupate (Photo 5). The pupae are grey-
brown, 45-50 mm long, with dark brown specks. This period lasts 15-18 days.

Adults have wingspans of 40-90 mm; they are streamlined, with large heads and eyes (Photo 6). The forewings are long, narrow and
much larger than the hind wings. The forewings have an oblique silver stripe across a generally grey background, while the hind wings
may have pink or brown and black areas. At rest, the wings are 'tented' over the body. The moths are capable of flying long distances and
are attracted to light.

Impact

Outbreaks are uncommon as the caterpillars are under control from natural enemies; otherwise, the caterpillars can be very damaging.

Detection & inspection

The damage done to taro is characteristic of this hornworm. Look for the way that the leaves are eaten between the veins. Also, the
caterpillars can be found on the leaves during the day, especially on the underside. Look for a large caterpillar with eyespots at the front
end, with a line along the sides, and a horn at the end.

Management

NATURAL ENEMIES
These include egg parasites - Trichogramma sp. (a wasp); and larval parasites Palexorista sp. (a fly), Snellenius hippotionus (a wasp),
and there are probably many more. The cane toad may also feed on the larvae.

CULTURAL CONTROL
It is important that growers visit the gardens frequently and regularly, twice a week is recommended, to check if there are egg masses and
young caterpillars on the leaves. Mostly, taro hornworm is under control by natural enemies, and it is only very occasionally that
outbreaks occur.

The caterpillars are large, and handpicking is an option if the numbers and areas of infestation are small. If they are large, chickens are
often a good way of managing outbreaks.

CHEMICAL CONTROL
Pesticides are not normally recommended for the control of this moth on taro. They are only needed when the natural enemies have been
destroyed by cyclones, droughts, or when plantings are in isolated places. In these situations, do the following:

Use plant-derived products, such as neem, derris, pyrethrum and chilli (with the addition of soap), or commercial products that
contain disease-causing organisms, such as spinosad (Success) and Bt - Bacillus thuringiensis subspecies kurstaki.

Note, a variety of Derris, brought many years ago to Solomon Islands from Papua New Guinea, is effective as a spray. It contains
rotenone, an insecticide, so it should be used with caution. There may be varieties of Derris (fish poisons) in your country that can
be tried (see Fact Sheet no. 56).

Synthetic pyrethroids are likely to be effective, but will also kill natural enemies.
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