
 

Africa's most notorious insects – the bugs
that hit agriculture the hardest
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Whiteflies - Africa’s main cassava pest causes damage to crops. Credit:
Maurice/Flickr

1/5



 

The dreaded crop-eating fall armyworm continues to spread across
Africa like wildfire. This invasive insect pest, first reported in Africa in
early 2016, is in more than 20 African countries including South Sudan
and South Africa. It has destroyed many staple crops like maize.
Damage to maize alone by this pest could total USD$3 billion in the next
12 months.

Crop losses in African countries due to insect pests are estimated at 49%
of the expected total crop yield each year, according to the Centre for
Agriculture and Biosciences International. But some crop losses can be
even worse, and the effects of the changing climate are expected to
increase the damage done by insects.

Which are Africa's top insect pests? The ones named here are just a few
of the wide range of insect pests that affect crop production in Africa.
But describing the top ones – and the crops they attack – can help focus
the minds of researchers, governments and development agencies.

Insects that damage cereal crops

Cereals like maize, rice, wheat and sorghum are Africa's most important
food crops. Maize is by far the most widely grown cereal crop – more
than 300 million people out of approximately 1 billion people in sub-
Saharan Africa depend on it as their main food source. Maize is severely
affected by pests. The most significant yield losses are caused by
lepidopteran stem borers, Busseola fusca (Fuller) and Chilo partellus
Swinhoe (Crambidae).

Depending on the country, season, region and maize variety, Chilo
partellus can cause (annual) yield losses ranging from 15% to 100%.
Production losses of up to USD$450 million to farmers in eastern Africa
by Chilo partellus have been reported.
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https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2017/may/16/armyworms-the-hungry-caterpillar-threatening-a-global-food-crisis
https://learningenglish.voanews.com/a/armyworm-africa/3952664.html
http://www.cabi.org/isc/datasheet/29810
http://www.fao.org/emergencies/fao-in-action/stories/stories-detail/en/c/1024992/
http://mfkp.org/INRMM/tag/spatial-spread
https://phys.org/tags/insect+pests/
http://www.cabi.org/projects/food-security/tackling-pests-diseases/
http://www.cabi.org/projects/food-security/tackling-pests-diseases/
https://phys.org/tags/crop+losses/
http://www.nature.com/news/crop-pests-advancing-with-global-warming-1.13644
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Events/DakAgri2015/Cereal_Crops-_Rice__Maize__Millet__Sorghum__Wheat.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Events/DakAgri2015/Cereal_Crops-_Rice__Maize__Millet__Sorghum__Wheat.pdf
https://wema.aatf-africa.org/project-brief
https://wema.aatf-africa.org/project-brief
https://www.populationpyramid.net/sub-saharan-africa/2017/
http://www.vib.be/en/about-vib/plant-biotech-news/Documents/VIB_MaizeInAfrica_EN_2017.pdf
http://www.ijird.com/index.php/ijird/article/view/80066
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211912416301092


 

Root and tuber crops

More than 240 million tons of root and tuber crops, including cassava,
sweet potato, potato and yam, are annually produced on 23 million
hectares of land in Africa. As many as 500 million to 1 billion Africans
consume cassava. While the crop is tolerant of heat and other extremes,
it's vulnerable to insect pests.

Bemisia tabaci (Gennadius) is Africa's main cassava insect pest. Unlike
the stem borers, which chew and bore through stems and new maize
cobs, these whiteflies feed directly on plants' sap. They also carry
cassava plant diseases.

The most important disease they transmit are the Cassava Mosaic virus
and Cassava Brown Streak disease. Entire yield losses have been
reported and annual economic losses in East and Central Africa have
been estimated at US$ 1.9-2.7 billion dollars.

Legume crops

Legume crops, including cow peas and beans, are an important part of
African diets. They provide protein, vitamins and minerals such as
calcium and antioxidants. But the production of most legume crops is
threatened by several insect pests including bean flies, aphids, thrips,
leafhoppers, whitefly and leaf beetles.

The legume pod borer is a serious pest for cowpeas, a crop that is
consumed by over 200 million Africans. Yield losses of up to 80% have
been reported in Nigeria, Niger and Burkina Faso —- the three major
cowpea producing countries.

Efforts at control
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https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Events/DakAgri2015/Root_and_Tuber_Crops__Cassava__Yam__Potato_and_Sweet_Potato_.pdf
http://blogs.worldbank.org/africacan/cassava-production-poverty-alleviation-and-intra-regional-trade-in-sub-saharan-africa
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12571-011-0141-4
http://www.apsnet.org/publications/apsnetfeatures/Pages/cassava.aspx
http://teca.fao.org/sites/default/files/technology_files/Cassava%20Brown%20Streak%20Disease%20(Uganda).pdf
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1364-3703.2009.00559.x/full
http://www.worldscientificnews.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/WSN-35-2016-73-86-1.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/crops/
https://avrdc.org/download/publications/manuals/eb0228.pdf
https://sib.illinois.edu/pittendrigh/documents/Agunbiade_et_al_2012.pdf
https://sib.illinois.edu/pittendrigh/documents/Agunbiade_et_al_2012.pdf


 

Because of insects' impact on food security, billions of dollars have gone
into research aimed at finding effective control measures. The 
International Center of Insect Physiology, for example, dedicated over a
decade of research in an effort to find ecologically sustainable controls
for lepidopteran stem borers. The International Institute of Tropical
Agriculture is developing crop varieties that are resistant to insect pests
and the plant diseases they spread.

There are many more insects that affect African crop production. And
minor pests can become a greater threat when weather conditions change
or when they develop resistance to chemical pesticides used to control
them.

Insects can spread into new areas because of trade and climate change.
The resulting outbreaks can destabilise food security and the gains made
in crop productivity. The emergence of the fall armyworm in Africa is
an example of this.

Many invasive insect species can be controlled at early stages before
they disperse to new environments. It requires better surveillance and
monitoring by African countries.

This should include predictive modelling – a process that uses data
mining and probability to forecast future outcomes. The process could
help determine when the next insect invasions are likely to occur or
predict the impact of a changing climate on the distribution of insect
pests. It has already been used to help predict the impact of temperature
changes on the future distributions of lepidopteran maize stem borers
and their natural enemies.

Countries could then prepare to reduce the impact of insect invasions.
Because insects know no borders, it is important for African countries to
work together on combating pests.
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http://www.icipe.org/research/social-science-and-impact-assessment/adoption-and-impact-assessment-research/projects
http://www.iita.org/research/our-research-themes/improving-crops/
http://www.iita.org/research/our-research-themes/improving-crops/
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15427528.2014.881205?src=recsys&journalCode=wcim20
http://www.fao.org/emergencies/emergency-types/plant-pests-and-diseases/en/
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0130427


 

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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