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he wheat stem sawfly has Increased In 
-( recent years throughout North Dakota, 

Montana and the Canadian Provinces. WIth 
thIs Increase, crop losses have occurred and 
methods or controlling the sawfly have be­
come an essenti al part of tarm management. 

Thle Insect has been known In North D ­
kota sInce 1906, and has caused serious dam­
age to spring wheat in some areas withIn the 
state sInce then. 

Type of Inj ury 

The larvae, or immature stages, develop 
as true stem borers within the plant attacK­
ed. They tunnel up and down the stem, feed­
ing on the tIssue, thus' weaken Ing the stems. 
When the plants beg1n to mature, they move 
to the lower end or the stems, Which they 
gIrdle trom InsIde close to the solI surface. 
Stems so gIrdled usually break or ! and tall 
to the ground. 

Casual examinatIon at in fested plants 
durIng the grOWIng season Will show no sIgn 
or the insect. However, it the stems are 
split, a sawdust-lIke ma terial wIll show the 
worklng or the l arva and caretul examInation 
WIll also usually reve al the whItIsh-colored 
larva. 

TH E WH EAT ST EM SAWF LY LIFE HISTORY 
(A.f ter Str ieklalld) 

A. 	 'dolt la,iq e., in wbeat at8n. 
B. Lan a i .aide . t 
<l HOD- iDf.at ed atraw. 
D. 	 Lar.a euUiD, . tta. at harveat time. 
& 	 Lar?a ill o • • r-wi llte riDi poa iiioD iD atraw 

.tub. 
F. 	 AduH Itub iD .priDI.,ia, h omrGI 



Descri pt ion and Life Hist ry 

The adult sawfly 1s a wasp-11ke 1nsect 
about 1/3 Inch long, black and yellow color­
ed, wlth dark wings. These adults emerge 1n 
May and June and deposIt their small, mIlkY 
wh1 te eggs In the stems ot develop1ng plan ts. 
The eggs hatch wlthln a week to 10 days, and 
the sort-skinned, WhItIsh colored legless 
grubs, w1th brownIsh heads, ImmedIately be­
gIn teeding. Full grown larvae are about 
1/2 Inch l ong. 

When the larva completes Its growth, 1t 
moves to the lower part or the stem and be­
glns to prepare tor wInter hIbernatIon. It 
cuts a neat groove ~ntlrelY around the In­
slde or the stem, usually at or a lIttle 
above the ground line. It then packs thIs 
area wIth castings trom its reedlng actIVi­
tIes, working trom below he groove. When 
the stem, weakened by the Internal groove, 
breaks over from wind actIon . the larva Is 
thus lett In the remaining short stub In the 
ground, well protected by the tight plug. 
The space wI thln the stub 1s then completely 
11ned wIth a thIn silken membrane , and the 
larva remaIns InactIve WithIn thIs chamber. 
throughout the Winter. 

In the sp r Ing when the so i l warms up 
the larva becomes act I Ve again. I t soon 
changes Into the pupal s tage , In whICh Is 
made the trans I tIon from the grub-lIke larva 
to the adult sawfly. thI s usually IS a short 
period o f abou t 10 aays. Then the adult 
sawflY emerges trom the pupal case and torces 
Its way up throUgh ehe Dlug In the top or 
the stub to the open, and begIns the lIte 
cycle agaIn.. Thus, there Is a sIngle· gener­
ation ot these Insects 1n a season. 

Plants Attacked 

SprIng whea t suffers most from thIs 
Insect. Various native grasses, inCluding 
quack, slender and western wheat grass, 
wIld rye and others are natural host plants. 
Barley is occaSIonally Infested, and eggs 
may be depOSIted in oats, brome grass and 
crested wheat grass, but the larvae cannot 
complete theIr development In these plants. 
Durum wheat has con~ 1erable reSistance to 



thIs Insect, and is rarely damaged exten­
sIvely. Flax Is practically Immune to saw­
fly. 

All commercIal varieties at hard sprIng 
wheat ap,pear to be subject to sawtly attack. 
No var1eties are ava1lable that have et­
fective resistance. 

Gen ral Habits 
Adul t sawfl 1es fi rs t appear In the 

spring about the time western wheat grass 
or blue stem (Ag~opy~on szithii) is begIn­
nIng to head out. They are actIve on quiet 
days when the sun Is shInIng and the tem­
perature near 65 degrees F., or h1gher. 
TheIr actiVIty stops almost Instantly when 
the sun Is hidden behInd a CloUd, or when a 
heavy wInd 1 s blowIng. When no t 1a tll gh t, 
the adults usually rest head downwards on 
the stems or l eaves or grasses. A heavy 
raIn Will thus torce water under the Wings, 
and further act i VIty Is delayed until they 
have drIed orr. 

In selectIng stems for egg depOSItIon, 
sawflIes seek the strongest and bes t devel­
oped grass stems avaI lable. Sawf11es are 
not strong tIlers, and normallY do not 
travel further than necessary to rInd suIt­
able stems for egg layIng. They move 
through the vegetat10n Inlow !lIght, drIft­
Ing about In a manner whIch makes them hard 
to see. SInce thIs slow flIght stops at 
once when any wInd Is present, migratIon 
trom one area to another Is otten very slow. 

El ther excessIve moIsture or extreme 
drought durIng June and July (periods or 
adult activ1ty) reducessawllies. Dry weath­
er cond1tions slow up development at host 
plants and may lIkewIse slow up growth and 
development or sawflIes. ravorable condi­

tIons tor sawflIes In­
clude a moIst sprIng, 
a dry, sunny June and 
enough moIsture dur1ng 
JulY to allow lull de­
velopment ot grasses 
or graIns. 

Short Stub . of ~eat 
St Due to Sawfl , 

Activit y 
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Ge••ral pt a. of Sawfl, Trap 

Control. Measures 
Sa fly control lnvolves several pro­

cedures, none or which can be entirely e!­
ree t1 ve, but when comblne<l 1n-to a comple te 
program, wIll usuall Y ot ter tatrlY complete 
contrOl. More important control measures 
are: 

1. 	 DRIVE OUT SA FL IES bf us i ng r esIstant 
crabs such as tla~ , oats , barley an<l 


tall rye. Durum 1s much more res 1stant than 

haru wheat, but may su tter some damage In 

hea 11y Infested areas. 


2. 	 TRAP SA~FLIES in s tr ips or whea t plant­
ed 10 days before the maIn crop. ThiS 


IS the chief means of kIlling sawflies. The 

trap strIp shOUld be 10 to 20 tee t wlc1e, 

placed between the old i nfested stubble and 

the new wheat crop wt th an adjoinIng 10 

toot bare strip between the t rap st~lp and 

the regular crop. The trap s tr1p must be 

destroyec about the mld<lle or JulY, etther 

b1 Cll t tlng to r hay or by thorough shallow 

tillage. 


Trapping reduc es sawflies In two ways : 

Urst, the trap strI p r ece Ives eggs Which 

woul d otherwiae be scattered throu gh 5 to 

10 rods of the crop, and secon<ll Y, each 

stem 1n the trap stri p wil l have severa l 

eggs deposited In I t, bu t onl y one sawf l Y 

l arva will surVI ve becaus e the oldest one 

kIlls all the others. 


3. 	 AVOID EXCESSIVE LOSS by harvesting In­

tested f Iel ds ' on the gre en s 1de ·. The 
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degree ot InfestatIon can be determined two 
or three weeks before harvest by splItt1ng 
open straws tram dIfferent sectIons or the 
Held. I f 1nfested, the typIcal s awdust­
lIke material left by the sa tI l" WIl l be 
rOund. If a hIgh percent or the straws are 
Infested 1n certain parts ot the fIeld, 
early harves t 1ng o f those areas w1ll avoId 
extensi va breaking and lodglng. Usually 
the crop goes down badly when ove r 1/5 or 
the stems i n a 11ght stand , or 1 / 3 I n a 
heavy stand, are infested. 

4. KILL SOME SAWFL IES by t1ll age methods. 
Shallow surtace tIl l age i mmedIatelY 

atter harves t 1s effective In kIllIng saw­
tlies as I t brIngs the &tub s ot stems in 
which the Insects overW1nter up "to the sur­
face where the dryIng ac tI on of sunny 
weather w11l kll l the lar vae . However, 
l arvae will be killed only In s tubs tha t 
are ent1rel y exposed. 

PlOWing 6 1nches deep. 1th the furrow 
well turned an~ packed, bur1e s the stubs 
deep enough to prevent the i nsects t r om em­
erg ng. Fall plow1ng 1s be t te r than spring 
plOWing. Shallow plow1ng has 1 1 ttte effect 
on sawtlles. 

Stubble burnIng does not destroy saw­
tly larvae. They are 00 far below ground 
In the short stubs to be affected by the 
heat. 

6. USE CROP ROTATIONS . Do not seed wheat 
on a fIeld where sawfl Y damage occured 

the year bator . Seed whe a t onl y after 
clean summer!allow, or tol l wing an immune 
crop such as, oats, barley or n ax. 

Use all t he above procedures 1n severe­
lY Infested areas . En t I r e communi ty ac t Ion 
I s re Q.uired to r greates t e'ff ectlveness. 
Sawf lY losses can be ma te r i ally redu ced by 
t hese me thods i n a short t I me , but con t in­
ued use or control mea sures 1s adv1sed In 
distr1cts where these insec t s have become 
permanently establ ished. 
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