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Sugarcane top borer
(Scirpophaga excerptalis )

EXOTIC PEST DETECTION
& SAMPLING GUIDE

This resource has been developed as part of the
collaborative program ‘Boosting diagnostic capacity
for plant industries’. Funding for this project is from the
Rural R&D for Profit Program, Federal Department of
Agriculture and Water, and the Grains Research and
Development Corporation, with funds from other RDC’s
– Sugar RDC, Wine Australia, Cotton RDC, Forestry RDC,
and Hort Innovation.
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Background
Sugarcane top borer is one of the highest exotic pest risks for the Australian sugar industry.
This species is a major pest of sugarcane in Asia, but is also known to attack sorghum.
Infestation can result in significant yield losses. This species occurs widely across southern
Asia, from India across to southern China, and down to Indonesia and Papua New Guinea. It is
not present in Australia.

How would I identify Sugarcane top borer?
Identification by morphology
Adult Sugarcane top borer moths are bright silvery white
in colour with dark, almost black eyes. There may be one
small black spot on each wing. The wingspan of males is
around 22 to 28 mm. Females are somewhat larger, with a
wingspan of around 26 to 35 mm. Females have distinctive
orange tufts at the end of their abdomen that usually
protrude beyond the folded hind wings when resting. Larval
(caterpillar) stages reach up to 35 mm long. They are a
creamy off-white colour with a brown head and a brown
line running along the back (Figure 1).

Identification by damage
Unlike other sugarcane borers, larvae of this species do
not tunnel into cane stalks and, therefore, do not damage
the internodes. Instead, they move towards the growing
point. The initial damage they cause is mainly dead hearts
and a bunchy-top appearance of shoots. Other symptoms
of infestation are small parallel rows of ‘shot holes’ visible
on infested stalks, red streaks caused by mining inside the
mid-rib of leaves, and the accumulation of frass (faecal
pellets) caught in the lower leaves.

How do I scout for Sugarcane top borer?
Early indications of the presence of moth borers on
sugarcane include egg clusters on the upper side of the

leaves near the growing point. The egg clusters are usually
around 13 mm long and are covered by brownish-yellow
hairs from the anal tuft of the female adult moth.
Growers should be on the lookout for any unusual moths
within cane plantations and any unusual damage to growing
cane plants, including exit holes left by emerging moths.
Sugarcane top borer moths, especially females, are quite
distinctive in appearance. They are mainly only active at
night and are relatively short-lived, but they can be trapped
using pheromone lures.
To check for the presence of developing larvae, cane
plants can be sampled by slicing stems horizontally and
then visually inspected them. Discriminating Sugarcane top
borer larvae from those of other pest moth borer species is
difficult and expert advice should always be sought.

Could it be confused with an endemic
species?
Sugarcane weevil borers are an established pest in almost
all cane-growing areas of Queensland. However, weevils
are beetles and the larvae of this pest show morphological
differences to that of the Sugarcane top borer caterpillar –
most obviously, they lack legs. Damage caused by weevil
borers is also quite different, since they tunnel into mature
stalks rather than attack the tops of growing cane plants.

Figure 1. Sugarcane top borer (Scirpophaga excerptalis) female adult and larvae
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What should I do if I suspect Sugarcane top borer?
Sugarcane top borer is a priority plant pest, exotic to Australia.
If you find an unusual moth or caterpillar among sugarcane of
similar size and appearance to that shown in Figure 1, call the
Exotic Plant Pest hotline on 1800 084 881. The hotline will
divert you to the appropriate state biosecurity agency, which
will investigate the suspect detection further. To support an
investigation you should take note of:
• The detection location (take a GPS coordinate using your
phone);
• The host plant on which the suspect detection has been
made;
• Damage symptoms (e.g. bunchy tops, shot holes on
stalks); and
• A photo of all life stages observed (taking close-up photos
of the same specimen from multiple angles is most useful
for identification).

Taking a sample

Taking a sample will also assist in
a biosecurity investigation. Collect
infested cane stalks in a ziplock
bag – double bagging of specimens
is ideal. Label the bag with the date
and collection location and keep in
the fridge in case a larval sample is
needed by the biosecurity agency.

Figure 2. Reporting decision making for Sugarcane top borer (Scirpophaga excerptalis)

More information

Sugarcane Research Australia information sheet IS 15001 Exotic Borers (2015)
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