FELD AND FORAGE CROPS
Corn Earworm (Lepidoptera: Noctuidae) in Northeastern Field Corn:
Infestation Levels and the Value of Transgenic Hybrids
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ABSTRACT Corn earworm, Helicoverpa zea (Boddie), is a polyphagous noctuid pest of agricultural
crops across the United States that is gaining attention as a pest of field corn. Before the introduction
of transgenic insect-resistant hybrids, this pest was largely ignored in field corn, but now many Bacillus
thuringiensis (Bt) corn hybrids have activity against corn earworm. However, the value of control in
the northeastern United States is unclear because the risk posed by corn earworm to field corn has
not been well characterized. To understand the threat from corn earworm and the value of Bt hybrids
in field corn, we assessed corn earworm injury in Bt and non-Bt hybrids at 16 sites across four maturity
zones throughout Pennsylvania in 2010, and 10 sites in 2011. We also used corn earworm captures from
the PestWatch pheromone trapping network to relate moth activity to larval damage in field corn. Corn
earworm damage was less than one kernel per ear at 21 of 26 sites over both years, and the percentage
of ears damaged was generally <15%, much lower than in the southern United States where damage
can be up to 30 kernels per ear. At sites with the highest damage levels, Bt hybrids suppressed corn
earworm damage relative to non-Bt hybrids, but we found no differences among Bt traits. Cumulative
moth captures through July effectively predicted damage at the end of the season. Currently, the
additional benefit of corn earworm control provided by Bt hybrids is typically less than US$4.00/ha

in northeastern field corn.
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Genetically modified corn (Zea mays L.) hybrids ex-
pressing insecticidal Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) toxins
were first planted commercially in the United States in
1996 (Burkness et al. 2011). Adoption rates have
steadily increased since their introduction, resulting in
the large-scale reduction of populations in the Mid-
west of at least one pest species, the European corn
borer (Ostrinia nubilalis (Hiibner); Hutchison et al.
2010). Populations of European corn borer in Penn-
sylvania may also be declining relative to historic pop-
ulations, but it is unclear whether the suspected de-
cline is driven by a similar mechanism (Bohnenblust
etal. 2011). Recently, the number of transgenic events
and hybrids commercially available has also increased
and new hybrids may contain several genes targeting
multiple insect pest species (Reay-Jones and Wiatrak
2011). Many Bt corn hybrids principally target one or
two pest species, primarily the European corn borer,
the western corn rootworm (Diabrotica virgifera vir-
gifera (LeConte) ), or both; however, hybrids can also
target, or have varying activity on noctuid species,
such as corn earworm, Helicoverpa zea (Boddie), fall
armyworm, Spodoptera frugiperda (J.E. Smith), and
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western bean cutworm, Striacosta albicosta (Smith)
(Horner et al. 2003a, b; Burkness et al. 2011).

Corn earworm is a noctuid species that feeds upon
many crop species such as corn, cotton, soybean, to-
mato, and peppers (Rutschky 1950, Chitkowski et al.
2003, Nagoshi et al. 2009, Burkness et al. 2010, Molina-
Ochoa et al. 2010, Westbrook and Lopez 2010), and is
an important pest of field corn in the southern United
States (Buntin 2008). Corn earworm does not over-
winter well in northern states, including Pennsylvania,
but it annually recolonizes cold-weather states from
the south (Blanchard 1942, Nagoshi et al. 2009,
Changnon et al. 2010). Females are strongly attracted
to silking corn and lay their eggs on silks (Johnson et
al. 1975, Xinzhi et al. 2007, Buntin 2008). Because of its
migratory habit and preference for silks, effective
management tactics for sweet corn include planting
early so that plants silk before its arrival (Buntin 2008),
and timing insecticidal sprays based on moth captures
in pheromone traps. These tactics, however, are not as
relevant for field corn because of its longer growing
season, and the lower value of grain as compared with
sweet corn. Planting dates for field corn are planned
to meet agronomic potential, and insecticidal appli-
cations to control corn earworm at the ear stage in
field corn are logistically difficult because of crop
height, large acreage, and the challenge of targeting
larvae once they enter the husk; therefore, treatments
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are typically impractical and uneconomical (Buntin
2008).

Seed companies are now marketing Bt hybrids (e.g.,
Smartstax, Viptera) with increased insecticidal activ-
ity against corn earworm and other noctuid species
(Dow Agrosciences 2010, Syngenta 2011). Before
these newer hybrids, many Bt events (e.g., MONSI0)
suppressed corn earworm populations by 70-90%
(Kennedy and Storer 2000, Horner et al. 2003a). Now,
hybrids containing several Bt events can offer near
complete control of corn earworm (Burkness et al.
2010, Reay-Jones and Wiatrak 2011). However, this
level of control is only relevant if populations of corn
earworm pose an annual economic risk to field corn
yield, and little research appears to have characterized
damage of corn earworm in modern hybrids of field
corn in northern states.

Flight activity of corn earworm moths can be used
to time insecticide sprays for sweet corn and other
vegetable crops. Individual growers can trap for moths
to time their applications, or if they are in parts of the
eastern United States, they can rely on shared data
from the PestWatch system (Fleischer et al. 2007), a
network of sex pheromone traps typically located on
vegetable farms and managed by a suite of extension
educators and other agricultural professionals. Data from
this network are reported online (www.pestwatch.
psu.edu) where it is freely available. Whereas the traps
within the PestWatch network provide insight on pop-
ulation size and levels of activity, their utility as a
predictive tool has been limited because the relation-
ship between moth captures and plant damage is
poorly understood.

In this article, we present 2 yr of data from field sites
across Pennsylvania, quantifying corn earworm pop-
ulations in plots planted with Bt and non-Bt field corn
varieties. The goals of this research were to 1) quantify
population levels of corn earworm and their damage
in field corn in Pennsylvania, 2) assess the field-scale
efficacy of Bt hybrids for controlling corn earworm,
and 3) determine whether moth captures in the Pest-
Watch network are predictive of the amount of dam-
age found in corn fields at the end of the season.

Materials and Methods

Corn Earworm Population Assessments. To assess
corn earworm damage in 2010 and 2011, we estab-
lished replicated plots across Pennsylvania, in each of
the state’s four maturity zones (Fig. 1), which also
extend into neighboring New York, New Jersey, and
Maryland. In maturity zones 1, 3, and 4, we planted five
Bt and five non-Bt hybrids, whereas six Bt and non-Bt
hybrids were planted at sites in zone two (Tables 1 and
2). All Bt hybrids expressed at least one of the fol-
lowing lepidopteran active trait events and associated
Bt proteins: Bt11-CrylAb; MONS810-CrylAb; TC1507-
Cryl F: MON89034-Cry1A.105, Cry2Ab2; and MIR162-
Vip3A. In 2010, we had plots on 14 commercial grain
farms and two Penn State research farms (Table 1;
Supp. Table 1 [available online only]). In 2011, we
were limited to nine commercial farms and one re-
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(85-99 RM)

Fig. 1. Corn maturity zones in Pennsylvania and the
approximate maximum relative maturity (RM) in days of
hybrids for full-season grain production. Figure reproduced
with permission from Penn State Extension (2011).

search farm because of challenging weather condi-
tions during planting, harvesting, or both (Table 1;
Supp. Table 2 [available online only]). Experimental
plots were arranged in a randomized complete block
design within a larger commercial field, and each hy-
brid was replicated five times. At least four rows of
corn were planted as a border to minimize edge ef-
fects, and no soil insecticides were used. Planting dates
in 2010 ranged from 5 to 27 May in zone 1, 4-27 May
in zone 2, 30 April through 17 May in zone 3, and 20-22
April in zone 4. In 2011, planting dates ranged from 1
to 3 June in zone 1, 26 May through 2 June in zone 2,
11 through 31 May in zone 3 and 7-12 May in zone 4.
Atall sites, commercial cooperators managed fertilizer
and herbicide applications, and management tasks
were typical of the region.

During September of each year, we assessed corn
earworm damage on 10 ears per plot in four of the five
replicates at each site. We recorded whether each ear
was damaged, and measured the damaged area to the
nearest 0.5 cm? Corn earworm damage was differen-
tiated from damage caused by other pests by presence
of larvae, location of damage, and how the ear was
damaged. European corn borer often enters on the
side or lower ear and also will tunnel into the ear,
whereas corn earworm damage is most often evident
on the ear tip and does not include tunneling into the
cob. Damage caused by fall armyworm is generally
indistinguishable from damage caused by corn ear-
worm, however, few fall armyworm larvae (<5) were
found over the course of both years, leading the au-
thors to conclude that the majority of the damage was
likely caused by corn earworm. Additionally, western
bean cutworm is a pest new to Pennsylvania (Tooker
and Fleischer 2010), and populations of this pest are
generally low across the state so the likelihood of
confusing western bean cutworm damage for corn
earworm damage was low.

Corn Earworm Trapping. To assess the relationship
between male moth captures in pheromone traps and
corn earworm damage to field corn, we relied on data
reported to PestWatch. Pheromone traps have been
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Table 2. Maturity zones, hybrid, and maturity of non-Bt hy-
brids grown in 2010 and 2011

2010 2011
Maturity Maturity Maturity

zone Hybrids ) Hybrids ()
1 Chemgro GT 95 Chemgro GT 96
Chemgro CV* 96 Chemgro CV 96

TA Seeds Exp” LL 97 TA Seeds CV 97

TA Seeds CV 95 TA Seeds CV 95

TA Seeds GT 99 Chemgro Exp GT 99

2 Chemgro CV 107 Chemgro CV 104
Chemgro CV 107 Chemgro CV 107

TA Seeds Exp GT 103 TA Seeds GT 103
Chemgro Exp RR 108 Chemgro Exp LL 108

TA Seeds LL 101 TA Seeds LL 101

TA Seeds CV 103 TA Seeds Exp RR 108

3 Chemgro CV 111 Chemgro CV 110
Chemgro RR 112 Chemgro RR 112

TA Seeds Exp GT 112 TA Seeds Exp CV 112

TA Seeds LL 109 TA Seeds LL 109

TA Seeds CV 111 TA Seeds CV 111

4 Chemgro RR 115 Chemgro RR 115
Chemgro CV 118 TA Seeds Exp GT 115

TA Seeds Exp GT 116 Chemgro Exp GT 116

TA Seeds CV 115 TA Seeds CV 115

TA Seeds RR 116 TA Seeds RR 116

“CV indicates a hybrid with no herbicide or Bt trait events.
> Exp refers to an exp hybrid.

used to track corn earworm populations as part of this
system since 1998 (Fleischer et al. 2007). Each year,
traps are established at many locations including ~40
locations throughout Pennsylvania. Harstack wire
cone traps were baited with corn earworm phero-
mone lures (Hercon Environmental, Emigsville, PA)
and checked weekly beginning in June and ending in
September. Pheromone lures were replaced every 2
wk. Traps were located on Penn State research farms
in Centre (2010,2011) and Lancaster Counties (2010),
but otherwise were not located on the farm where
field plots were located. To relate male captures to
field corn damage at our field sites, we used data from
the closest available trap or traps (up to three traps),
which were located within the same county, except for
Cambria and Columbia counties in 2010. Traps used
for these two counties were located in Blair and
Schuylkill counties, counties adjacent to Cambria and
Columbia counties, respectively, and paired with sam-
pling sites using global positioning system coordinates
(Supp. Tables 1 and 3 [available online only] ). For this
analysis we excluded data from sites that did not have
atrap in the same or adjacent counties. Ten of 16 sites
in 2010 had a corn earworm trap in the same or ad-
jacent county. The only location that did not have a
corn earworm trap nearby in 2011 was the Mercer
county farm. Traps were an average of 26.2 = 4.5 km
from damage evaluation sites in 2010, and 21.6 = 5.4
km in 2011 (Supp. Table 3 [available online only]).
The closest trap was 0.5 km and the farthest trap 61.3
km from their respective damage evaluation site across
both years.

Statistical Analysis. For our corn earworm popula-
tions assessments, differences in larval infestations and
amount of damage between Bt and non-Bt hybrids at
all locations were combined and assessed using anal-
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ysis of variance (ANOVA; SPSS 2010) with location
and zone as random effects, and hybrid type as a fixed
effect. The percentage of corn earworm-damaged ears
was assessed using the same ANOVA model (SPSS
2010). Because our combined analysis detected inter-
actions between treatment and among sites within
zones, we assessed damage to ears, percent damaged
ears, and the number of larvae per ear for each site
using separate analyses (ANOVA; SPSS 2010). At
the five sites where damage in Bt hybrids averaged
above 0.15 cm?, we assessed using ANOVA whether
there were differences in the effectiveness of trait
packages. Damage levels in Bt hybrids at other sites
were too low to provide any meaningful differences
between trait packages. Data were transformed
log;o(x + 1) when necessary to satisfy the assumptions
of ANOVA.

From PestWatch, we calculated cumulative moth
captures through the end of July (approximate end of
silking in field corn), through the first week in August,
and the entire season, for traps appropriate for each of
our sampling sites (Supp. Tables 1 and 3 [available
online only]) and then related these cumulative cap-
tures to our field assessments of corn earworm pop-
ulations in non-Bt hybrids (amount of damage per ear,
and the percentage of ears damaged) using linear
regression (SPSS 2010), with year as a covariate.

Results

Corn Earworm Damage Assessments. In 2010, we
found corn earworm larvae actively feeding in ears at
7 of the 16 sites in September when we sampled plots.
At these sites, densities of larvae per ear were never
different between Bt and non-Bt hybrids (Table 3).
Nevertheless, all the sites received some corn ear-
worm damage, though in most cases injury was low.
Only two counties (Westmoreland and Cambria) had
damage that exceeded one kernel per ear (0.31-0.36
cm?; Table 3). Despite these low levels of injury, Bt
hybrids suffered significantly less damage from corn
earworm than conventional hybrids at 8 of the 16 sites.
At the two most heavily damaged sites, injury to Bt
hybrids was ~40% less than in non-Bt hybrids (Table
3). At these sites we detected no differences in the
amount of damage among the different Bt trait com-
binations (Westmoreland: ANOVA F, ,; = 0.821, P =
0.456; Cambria: F,,, = 0.628, P = 0.548; Table 4).
When we considered the percentage of ears per sam-
ple that received some corn earworm damage, 9 of the
16 sites had significantly higher percentages in non-Bt
plots than in Bt plots (Table 3). The percentage of ears
damaged in non-Bt plots ranged from 0.5 to 32.5% and
exceeded 10% at only four sites (Table 3). In Bt plots,
the percentage of ears damaged exceeded 10% only in
Westmoreland and Cambria Counties, but again Bt
trait combinations performed similarly (Westmore-
land ANOVAF, |4 = 0.262, P = 0.772; Cambria: F, , =
0.737, P = 0.496; Table 4).

In 2011, we detected less damage in Bt plots than
non-Bt plots at 3 of 10 sites, where injury was 70%
lower in Bt hybrids (Table 5). However, we did not
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Table 3. Mean (=SEM) corn earworm damage per ear, larvae per ear, and percentage of ears damaged in Bt and non-Bt corn for
sixteen locations in four different maturity zones across Pennsylvania in 2010

County Type Damage per ear (cm?) Larvae per ear Percent damaged ears
Mercer Bt 0.04 (0.03)“ 0.00 1.00 (0.69)“
Non-Bt 0.19 (0.05)“ 0.00 7.50 (1.90)“
Tioga Bt 0.08 (0.03) 0.00 1.67 (0.86)
Non-Bt 0.12 (0.06) 0.00 4.00 (1.97)
Cambria Bt 0.79 (0.14)“ 0.03 (0.02) 19.00 (3.15)“
Non-Bt 1.37 (0.15)¢ 0.04 (0.02) 32.50 (4.16)*
Bradford Bt 0.00¢ 0.00 0.00*
Non-Bt 0.21 (0.05)“ 0.00 9.00 (2.98)“
Westmoreland Bt 0.65 (0.09)¢ 0.01 (0.01) 17.50 (3.36)“
Non-Bt 1.05 (0.19)¢ 0.01 (0.01) 31.67 (3.49)¢
Centre Bt 0.14 (0.08) 0.00 4.17 (1.58)
Non-Bt 0.13 (0.05) 0.00 4.58 (1.52)
Indiana Bt 0.13 (0.06)“ 0.00 2,92 (1.27)°
Non-Bt 0.34 (0.08)“ 0.00 13.33 (1.82)“
Clinton Bt 0.00* 0.00 0.00
Non-Bt 0.05 (0.02)“ 0.00 3.33 (1.77)
Columbia Bt 0.02 (0.02) 0.00 1.25 (0.69)
Non-Bt 0.06 (0.03) 0.01 (0.01) 2.50 (1.38)
Clinton Bt 0.01 (0.01) 0.00 1.00 (1.00)
Non-Bt 0.05 (0.03) 0.00 1.00 (0.69)
Lycoming Bt 0.00 0.00 0.00
Non-Bt 0.03 (0.03) 0.00 0.50 (0.50)
Union Bt 0.00 0.00 0.00*
Non-Bt 0.05 (0.03) 0.00 2.00 (0.92)“
Perry Bt 0.01 (0.01) 0.00 0.50 (0.50)
Non-Bt 0.05 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 5.00 (1.70)“
York Bt 0.06 (0.04)¢ 0.01 (0.01) 2.50 (1.60)“
Non-Bt 0.27 (0.06)“ 0.01 (0.01) 13.50 (3.50)“
Lancaster Bt 0.00¢ 0.00 0.00*
Non-Bt 0.16 (0.05)¢ 0.02 (0.02) 9.50 (2.76)“
Franklin Bt 0.05 (0.04) 0.01 (0.01) 1.50 (0.82)
Non-Bt 0.18 (0.11) 0.01 (0.01) 5.50 (2.11)

“Mean within a column within each site significantly different at

detect differences in damage reduction among Bt trait
combinations at these three sites where corn earworm
populations were highest (Indiana: ANOVA F317 =
2.144, P = 0.132; Centre: Fy,, = 1.532, P = 0.242;
Lehigh: F,,, = 1438, P = 0.270; Table 4). At the
remaining seven sites, corn earworm damage was low
(less than one kernel per ear) or absent.

a = 0.05. For full statistics see Supp. Table 1 (available online only).

The three counties that experienced lower damage
levels per ear in Bt than non-Bt hybrids also had a
lower percentage of ears damaged in Bt plots (Table
5). The percentage of ears damaged in Bt hybrids was
never higher than 8%, whereas non-Bt hybrids ex-
ceeded 10% at three sites with a maximum of 32% of
ears damaged in Indiana County. In Indiana County,

Table 4. Mean (=SEM) corn earworm damage per ear, the percentage of damaged ears in hybrids with different Bt trait packages
for five locations with the highest corn earworm damage levels in Pennsylvania in 2010 and 2011

County, year Trait package

Damage per ear (cm?) Percent damaged ears

Cambria, 2010 Btll, MIR604, GA21

Btl1, MIR604

TC1507, T25, DAS-59122-7
Btll, MIR604, GA21
TC1507, T25, DAS-59122-7
MONS810, MON88017
Btll, MIR604, GA21

Westmoreland, 2010

Indiana, 2011

MONS89034, MONS8017, TC1507, DAS-59122-7

TC1507, T25, DAS-59122-7
MIR162, Btl1l, GA21, MIR604

Centre, 2011 Btll, MIR604, GA21

MONS89034, MON88017, TC1507, DAS-59122-7

TC1507, T25, DAS59122-7
MIR162, Btl1l, GA21, MIR604
Btl1, MIR604, GA21

MIR162, Btll, GA21, MIR604
MONS810, MON88017

Lehigh, 2011

0.75 (0.29)a 18.33 (3.66)a
1.23 (0.69)a 25.0 (11.90)a
0.49 (0.26)a 15.00 (2.89)a
058 (0.15)a 17.69 (4.82)a
0.63 (0.24)a 12,50 (4.79)a
0.86 (0.24)a 20.00 (6.27)a
0.371 (0.105)a 8.33 (1.67)b
0.400 (0.400)a 2.50 (2.50)ab
0.775 (0.249)a 20.00 (4.08)c
0.00a 0.00a
0.19 (0.11)a 6.67 (3.33)a
0.00a 0.00a
055 (0.35)a 10.00 (4.08)a
0.00a 0.00a
0.46 (0.46)a 10.00 (10.00)a
0.01 (0.01)a 250 (2.50)a
0.10 (0.06)a 417 (1.93)a

Within a site and year, values labeled with different letters are significantly different (P < 0.05; see text for details on statistics).
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Table 5. Mean (£SEM) corn earworm damage per ear, larvae per ear, and percentage of damaged ears in Bt and non-Bt corn for
10 locations in four different maturity zones across Pennsylvania in 2011

County Type Damage per ear (cm?) Larvae per ear Percent damaged ears
Mercer Bt 0.04 (0.03) 0.00 2.00 (1.56)
Non-Bt 0.07 (0.02) 0.00 4.50 (1.35)
Centre Bt 0.19 (0.08)“ 0.00 3.75 (1.57)°
Non-Bt 0.69 (0.15)“ 0.01 (0.01) 15.00 (2.62)“
Indiana Bt 0.38 (0.09)“ 0.02 (0.01) 7.92 (1.70)“
Non-Bt 1.29 (0.20)¢ 0.03 (0.01) 29.17 (3.06)“
Columbia Bt 0.02 (0.01) 0.00 0.42 (0.42)
Non-Bt 0.15 (0.07) 0.00 2.11 (1.04)
Clinton Bt 0.09 (0.05) 0.00 2.50 (1.23)
Non-Bt 0.11 (0.09) 0.00 2.51 (1.76)
Lycoming Bt 0.03 (0.01) 0.00 3.00 (1.05)
Non-Bt 0.03 (0.02) 0.00 2.50 (1.60)
Dauphin Bt 0.00 0.00 0.00
Non-Bt 0.00 0.00 0.00
York Bt 0.00 0.00 0.00
Non-Bt 0.01 (0.01) 0.00 1.10 (0.76)
Berks Bt 0.03 (0.02) 0.00 1.50 (1.09)
Non-Bt 0.12 (0.06) 0.01 (0.01) 5.90 (2.11)
Lehigh Bt 0.16 (0.10)“ 0.00 5.00 (2.24)
Non-Bt 0.54 (0.16)“ 0.01 (0.01) 15.50 (3.12)“

“Mean within a column within each site significantly different at « = 0.05. For full statistics see Supp. Table 2 (available online only).

we detected a significant difference among the trait
combinations in the percentage of ears damaged
(Fy 17 = 8.594; P = 0.001); hybrids with the MIRI62,
Btll, GA21, and MIR604 event combination express-
ing the Vip3A protein were most effective for reducing
the number of damaged ears (Table 4). At this same
site, hybrids expressing the CrylF toxin (TC1507
event) had higher rates of ear damage than hybrids
expressing other traits, while hybrids expressing the
CrylAb toxin (Btll event) were better at reducing
damage than hybrids expressing the CrylF toxin, but
worse than hybrids expressing the Vip3A toxin. At the
Centre and Lehigh County sites, we did not detect
differences among trait combinations for the percent-
age of ears damaged (Centre: ANOVA F; |, = 1.318,
P = 0.301; Lehigh F, ,, = 0.787, P = 0.475; Table 4).
While not statistically distinct, we found no ear dam-
age in hybrids expressing the Vip3A protein at the
three sites with high corn earworm pressure in 2011
(Table 4). Larvae were only found at four sites in 2011
and larval densities per ear were low and never sig-
nificantly different between Bt and non-Bt (Table 5).
In both years, as would be expected, we observed the
majority of damage near the tip, with damage occur-
ring infrequently on other parts of the ear.
Relationship Between Moth Captures and In-Field
Populations of Corn Earworm. The end of July ap-
proximately coincides with the end of field-corn silk-

ing in our area, and silking corn is the most attractive
host of corn earworm (Johnson et al. 1975). Cumula-
tive corn earworm male captures through the month
of July were positively associated with both the
amount of damage per ear (Table 6; Fig. 2), and the
percentage of ears damaged in non-Bt hybrids (Table
6; Fig. 3). Male captures through the first week in
August were also positively associated with damage
and the percentage of ears damaged, but this relation-
ship was weaker than captures through the end of July
(Table 6). Cumulative capture through the entire sea-
son was not related to damage or the percentage of
ears damaged (Table 6). Notably, season long cumu-
lative moth captures were higher in 2010 than 2011,
but cumulative captures through July were higher in
2011 (Table 7).

Discussion

During both years, damage caused by corn earworm
in field corn across Pennsylvania was generally low. In
non-Bt plots, which can be used as indicators of pop-
ulation size, only three sites over 2 yr had damage
levels above 1 cm® (equivalent to ~3 kernels/ ear dam-
aged). Corn kernels range in size from ~0.31-0.36
cm?, therefore, damage across the state spanned 0.0 -
4.4 kernels/ ear, with yield loss estimates ranging from
0.0 to 90.6 kg/ha. By comparison, a yield loss of 62.4

Table 6. Linear regressions between the no. of corn earworm adults captured in monitoring traps and the amt of damage (cm?), and

the percentage of ears damaged in non-Bt field corn

Capture endpoint Y Model F R? P
31 July Damage (cm?) Y = 0.006X — 0.14 13.943 045 0.002
% ears damaged Y = 0.129X — 1.01 10.60 0.38 0.005
7 Aug. Damage (cm?) Y = 0.003X — 0.03 6.726 0.28 0.019
% ears damaged Y = 0.086X + 0.48 7.393 0.30 0.015
Full season Damage (cm?) Y = 0.00004X — 0.32 0.11 0.01 0.748
% ears damaged Y = 0.002X + 8.31 0.52 0.03 0.480

Models for 31 July correspond to Figs. 2 and 3.
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Fig. 2. Linear regression between corn earworm male
captures in pheromone traps through the end of July and the
amount of damage per ear (square centimeters) because of
corn earworm in non-Bt hybrids (Y = 0.006X — 0.14; R* =
0.45; P = 0.002).

kg/ha (one bushel per acre) is expected if an acre of
corn had a uniform infestation and three kernels were
lost per ear (i.e., 90,000 kernels per bushel at a 30,000
ears per acre density; Lee and Herbek 2005). Notably,
non-Bt hybrids at 14 of 16 sites in 2010 and seven of 10
sites in 2011 experienced damage equal to or less than
one kernel per ear. Estimated yield loss at these sites
would have been equivalent to between 0.0-20.6 kg/
ha. These low levels of injury in non-Bt hybrids may
indicate that corn earworm populations or oviposition
rates in our fields were low, husk characteristics of
non-Bt field corn hybrids may suppress some corn
earworm damage, or that there are other mortality
factors that kept damage rates low in both non-Bt and
Bt hybrids. Longer tighter husks have been shown to
reduce corn earworm damage (Ditman and Cory
1933), and newer field corn hybrids may have longer
and tighter husks compared with sweet corn and older
varieties grown in the early 20th century.

The low populations we encountered are notewor-
thy because in 2010 and 2011, regional moth captures
in pheromone traps detected substantial flight levels
for Pennsylvania (Table 7). Moreover, sweet corn
fields on two of the farms that hosted our plots these
years experienced substantial damage from corn ear-
worm. In replicated untreated controls, average dam-
age rates on sweet corn ears were 64 and 98% in Centre
and Lancaster Counties, respectively, in 2010, and 20%

Percent damaged ears

0 50 100 150 200
Cumulative corn earworm captures through

July

Fig. 3. Linear regression between corn earworm male
captures in pheromone traps through the end of July and the
percentage of damaged ears because of corn earworm in
non-Bt hybrids (Y = 0.129X — 1.01; R? = 0.38; P = 0.003).
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in Centre County in 2011 (S.F., unpublished data). In
those trials, the damage was caused mostly by corn
earworm in Centre County in 2010 and from a mix of
corn earworm and European corn borer in the other
years and locations. Planting date might play a role in
the higher amounts of damage in these sweet corn
trials as they were planted in mid-June whereas the
latest our field corn was planted was 2 June. Never-
theless, our results indicate that even in years with
heavy adult corn earworm activity, damage in field
corn fields using current hybrids and planting dates is
inconsistent, thus corn earworm may not normally be
a serious pest in field corn in our area. By comparison,
in the southeastern United States, corn earworm cap-
tures in pheromone traps are much higher, ranging
from ~30 moths per week in May to over 800 moths
per week at the end of July (Greene 2010). Further,
ear damage in non-Bt hybrids because of corn ear-
worm can be three to five times higher than the high-
est levels we observed in Pennsylvania during 2010
and 2011 (Reay-Jones and Wiatrak 2011). Historical
damage levels in the southeastern United States were
even higher ranging from 15 to 30 kernels/ear in early
versus late planted corn (Phillips and Barber 1934).

When corn earworm did infest a field at damaging
levels, Bt hybrids suppressed damage. Damage in Bt
plots did not exceed 0.80 cm?, and tended to be lower
than damage in non-Bt hybrids (Table 3). At the five
sites where corn earworm damage was highest, it was
~40% lower in 2010 and 70% lower in 2011 in Bt than
in non-Bt, similar to previous reports (Sedlacek et al.
2009, Buntin 2010, Reay-Jones and Wiatrak 2011).
Unexpectedly, we did not detect substantial differ-
ences in effectiveness among Bt trait combinations.
Nevertheless, we found no damage on hybrids ex-
pressing the Vip3A toxin, suggesting that this toxin is
very effective for controlling corn earworm damage,
consistent with other studies (Burkness et al. 2010;
Table 4). The lack of statistical differences among trait
combinations appears to contradict previous reports
(Reay-Jones and Wiatrak 2011); however, the damage
levels we found in these 2 yr in Pennsylvania were
quite low, perhaps obscuring the influence of the
different traits. In fact, the highest levels of damage in
our non-Bt hybrids were similar to amounts of damage
detected in the most effective Bt hybrid in South
Carolina (Reay-Jones and Wiatrak 2011), suggesting
that infestation levels likely play a key role in the
efficacy and value of trait combinations.

Given the low in-field populations of corn earworm
that we found over 2 yr, it would be difficult to justify
specifically targeting corn earworm with Bt field corn
hybrids in the area studied. However, in Pennsylvania,
Bt hybrids are often planted for control of European
corn borer, so corn earworm control is an additional
benefit of planting Bt hybrids. We surveyed local seed
dealers, and seed for the Bt hybrids planted in our
study carried a $50/ha premium above non-Bt seed. At
the current price of corn (US$0.24-0.28 /kg; National
Agriculture Statistics Service [NASS| 2012a) growers
would need to avoid insect damages that cause an
average yield loss of 178.6-208.4 kg/ha for Bt hybrids
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Table 7.

where damage evaluations occurred in 2010 and 2011
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Cumulative corn earworm adult captures in pheromone traps at sites in the Pestwatch monitoring network with sister sites

Location 2010 2011
Captures through July Total yearly captures Captures through July Total yearly captures

Cambria®” 189 (46) 1,066 (338)
Westmoreland” 112 (21) 665 (49)
Centre 70 2,800 112 441
Indiana® 46 (25) 459 (25) 152 (24) 194 (10)
Columbia® 42 378 28 49
Union 35 105
Clinton 91 105
Lycoming® 56 (11) 532 (186) 82 (16) 189 (8)
Dauphin 133 133
York 63 1,540 98 896
Franklin® 21 (0) 109 (39)
Lancaster 98 1,652
Berks 14 231
Lehigh 175 2,450

Empty cells indicate there was either no damage evaluation or no trap that year.
“Several traps were present so captures are represented by a mean (*SE).

b Traps were in Blair County.
¢ Trap was in Schuylkill County in 2010.

to be profitable. With the damage we measured, yield
loss caused by corn earworm would rarely exceed 62.4
kg/haindicating that farmers would need to have yield
losses of 116-146 kg/ha from insect pests other than
corn earworm to make planting Bt hybrids profitable.
Based on damage levels at our sites, the estimated
value of planting Bt hybrids for corn earworm control
over both years ranged from US$0.00-16.91/ha, but
was less than US$4.00/ha at 20 of 26 sites over both
years (Figs. 4 and 5). Additionally, reducing ear feed-
ing by corn earworm may reduce Aspergillus and Fus-
arium rots associated with corn earworm damage, re-
ducing the risk of mycotoxin contamination, resulting
in better grain quality (Widstrom et al. 1975, Smith and
Riley 1992, Horner et al. 2003a). If a farmer experi-
ences significant damage from other pest species or
the risk of ear rots is high, they would see additional
benefits from planting Bt hybrids in the form of re-
duced damage cause by corn earworm.

While the infestations we measured in Pennsylvania
corn fields indicate that corn earworm is currently a
minor pest of field corn, this situation could change. At
present corn earworm does not appear to overwinter
in Pennsylvania, but can survive winter in the mid-
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Fig. 4. Estimated value (dollars per hectare) of corn
earworm control provided by Bt hybrids at each site in 2010
assuming a kernel size of 0.31 cm?, a corn price of US$0.28/kg,
and a US$50/ha premium for Bt seed.

Atlantic, south of the 40th parallel (Diffenbaugh et al.
2008, Morey et al. 2012), which traverses southern
Pennsylvania. Because southern Pennsylvania appears
to be at the northerly edge of its overwintering range,
small changes to regional climate may influence re-
gional populations of corn earworm (Diffenbaugh et
al. 2008). Moreover, given that some models of global
climate change predict that the climate of Pennsylva-
nia in 50 yr could resemble the current climate of
North Carolina (Union of Concerned Scientists 2008),
it appears possible that corn earworm may become a
more serious pest in Pennsylvania field corn in the
coming decades. If corn earworm does become a more
serious pest, the economic benefit of Bt hybrids will
likely increase.

Although the PestWatch trapping and reporting
system was designed to help provide management
information for growers of sweet corn and other veg-
etables, and sites were located on vegetable farms, we
found male moth capture to be a significant predictor
of corn earworm damage in field corn (Figs. 1 and 2).
The statistical relationships between the total number
of male moths trapped through the end of July and
in-field damage rates were quite robust. Other trap-
ping intervals yielded weaker relationships, perhaps
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Fig. 5. Estimated value (dollars per hectare) of corn
earworm control provided by Bt hybrids at each site in 2011
assuming a kernel size of 0.31 cm? a corn price of US$0.28/ kg,
and a US$50/ha premium for Bt seed.
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because total moth flight through July is the portion of
the population most strongly responding to silking
field corn, the preferred oviposition site. We are not
aware of previous research that has found a similar
linear relationship between captures of males and
in-field damage rates in field corn in the eastern
United States. One study from sweet corn in the west-
ern United States, however, found that field infesta-
tions of corn earworm were related to date of silking
and moth capture in pheromone traps (Coop et al.
1992). Thus, it appears that the PestWatch system can
provide farmers and the seed industry with a reliable
assessment of overall damage levels at the end of the
season, which may suggest that more targeted place-
ment of traps near field corn acreage would be war-
ranted. While unlikely to change in-season manage-
ment in field corn, because of logistical challenges
associated with this high-acreage crop, moth captures
can indicate the size of corn earworm populations and
provide insight on whether year-to-year risk from corn
earworm is increasing. If this risk grows larger, it
would make economic sense to target corn earworm
in the coming years with Bt hybrids.

It is important to note that corn earworm popula-
tions migrating north are strongly dependent on pop-
ulations that develop on plant hosts in southern or
western agricultural fields. Because insect populations
tend to track preferred host availability and abun-
dance, corn is likely to drive corn earworm popula-
tions as it is the preferred host (Molina-Ochoa et al.
2010). Adoption rates of Bt corn in the southern
United States have traditionally been lower than in
other parts of the country due, in part, to Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA) regulations man-
dating 50% of corn acreage be a non-Bt refuge. Re-
cently, however, EPA reduced refuge size in the South
for some Bt corn hybrids to 20%, likely resulting in an
increase in Bt corn acreage that will be planted in the
southern United States (Hutchison and Storer 2010).
This expected increase in Bt corn acreage may influ-
ence pest abundance as has been seen in the Midwest
(Hutchison et al. 2010), but in the South cotton, sor-
ghum, soybean, and peanut will also play a large role
in determining corn earworm (aka cotton bollworm)
abundance (Jackson et al. 2008). Cotton, similar to
corn, has been modified to express Bt toxins for insect
control, and many Bt cotton cultivars have activity
against corn earworm. Estimates of Bt cotton adoption
are as high as 33% for insect-resistant only varieties,
and 84% for stacked herbicide and insect resistant
varieties in some states, and 63% across the United
States (Chitkowski et al. 2003, Greenberg and Adam-
czyk 2010, NASS 2012b), therefore, corn earworm
flights to northern states and associated damage will
depend on hybrid selection and performance of Bt
varieties of corn and cotton and the amount of non-Bt
acreage along with the abundance of other hosts.

In summary, the data that we present here suggest
that for the past two seasons, corn earworm damage in
field corn in Pennsylvania was only sufficient to justify
marginal additional seed costs for Bt hybrids that pro-
vide stronger control. If corn earworm populations
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increase with climate change and overwintering oc-
curs farther north or if adoption rates of Bt cotton and
corn in the southern United States change, corn ear-
worm populations in Pennsylvania field corn may
change, altering the value of corn earworm control.
Our results also demonstrate that field-level damage
from corn earworm in northern states may be pre-
dicted by male moth captures reported in the Pest-
Watch pheromone trapping network. Researchers, ex-
tension educators, and growers may be able to use
these moth captures in-season to help determine the
potential economic benefit of corn earworm control
from Bt hybrids. Future decisions may also rest on
long-term moth-capture; this network may play an
important role in determining whether corn earworm
flights are high enough annually to justify targeting
corn earworm with Bt hybrids in northeastern agro-
ecosystems.

Acknowledgments

We thank all of our field cooperators over both years of this
study for their help in managing the field plots, John Shaffer
for his help with planting the fields, and Andrew As-
chwanden, Mark Antle, Kim Annis, Christy Rose Aulson,
Spencer Malloy, and David Spieker for helping with ear
evaluations. We also would like to thank the Extension Ed-
ucators and agricultural professionals who established and
serviced corn earworm pheromone traps, and Doug Miller
and the staff of the Center for Environmental Informatics for
maintaining the PestWatch website.

References Cited

Blanchard, R. A. 1942. Hibernation of the corn earworm in
the central and northeastern parts of the United States.
U.S. Dep. Agric. Tech. Bull. 838: 1-14.

Bohnenblust, E., J. Breining, J. Shaffer, G. Roth, and J.
Tooker. 2011. Bt versus non-Bt for control of European
Corn Borer in Pennsylvania. Proceedings of the 65th
Northeastern Corn Improvement Conference. Newark,
DE. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY.

Buntin, G. 2008. Corn expressing CrylAB or CrylF endo-
toxin for fall armyworm and corn earworm (Lepidoptera:
Noctuidae) management in field corn for grain produc-
tion. Fla. Entomol. 91: 523-530.

Buntin, G. 2010. Corn expressing CrylAB endotoxin for
management of fall armyworm and corn earworm (Lep-
idoptera: Noctuidae) management in silage production. J.
Entomol. Sci. 45: 283-295.

Burkness, E., G. Dively, T. Patton, A. Morey, and W. Hutchi-
son. 2010. Novel Vip3A Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) maize
approached high-dose efficacy against Helicoverpa zea
(Lepidoptera: Noctuidae) under field conditions. GM
Crops 1: 337-343.

Burkness, E., P. O’'Rourke, and W. Hutchison. 2011. Cross
pollination of nontransgenic corn ears with transgenic Bt
corn: efficacy against Lepidopteran pests and implica-
tions for resistance management. J. Econ. Entomol. 104:
1476-1479.

Changnon, D., M. Sandstrom, J. Astolfi, J. Kopczyk, and M.
Sich. 2010. Using climatology to predict the first major
summer corn earworm (Lepidoptera: Noctuidae) catch
in Northcentral Illinois. Meteorol. Appl. 17: 321-328.

Chitkowski, R., S. Turnipseed, M. Sullivan, and W. Bridges.
2003. Field and laboratory evaluations of transgenic cot-



June 2013

tons expressing one or two Bacillus thuringiensis var.
kurstaki Berliner proteins for management of Noctuid
(Lepidoptera) pests. J. Econ. Entomol. 96: 755-762.

Coop, L., R. Drapek, B. Croft, and G. Fisher. 1992. Rela-
tionship of corn earworm (Lepidoptera: Noctuidae)
pheromone catch and silking to infestation levels in Or-
egon sweet corn. J. Econ. Entomol. 85: 240-245.

Diffenbaugh, N., C. Krupke, M. White, and C. Alexander.
2008. Global warming presents new challenges for maize
management. Environ. Res. Lett. 3. (doi:10.1088/1748-
9326/ three/4/044007).

Ditman, L., and E. Cory. 1933. Corn earworm Studies. Univ.
Maryland Agric. Exp. Station Bull. 348: 525-543.

Dow Agrosciences. 2010. Yield and efficacy data reinforces con-
sistency of Dow Agrosciences SmartStax. (http://www.
dowagro.com/newsroom/ corporatenews/2010/20101111a.
htm).

Fleischer, S., G. Payne, T. Kuhar, A. Herbert, Jr., S. Malone,
J. Whalen, G. Dively, D. Johnson, J. A. Hebberger, J. In-
gerson-Mahar, D. Miller, and S. Isard. 2007. Helicoverpa
zea trends from the Northeast: suggestions towards col-
laborative mapping of migration and pyrethroid suscep-
tibility. Plant Health Prog. (doi:10.1094/PHP-2007-0719-
03-RV.

Greenberg, S., and J. Adamczyk. 2010. Effectiveness of
transgenic Bt cottons against Noctuids in the lower Rio
Grande Valley of Texas. Southwest. Entomol. 35: 539 -549.

Greene, J. 2010. 2010 cotton/soybean insect newsletters.
(http://www.clemson.edu/ extension/rowcrops/ cotton/
pest_management/2010_newsletters. html).

Horner, T., G. Dively, and D. Herbert. 2003a. Develop-
ment, survival, and fitness performance of Helicoverpa zea
(Lepidoptera: Noctuidae) in MONS810 Bt field corn. J.
Econ. Entomol. 96: 914-924.

Horner, T., G. Dively, and D. Herbert. 2003b. Effects of
MONSI0 Bt field corn on adult emergence of Helicoverpa
zea (Lepidoptera: Noctuidae). J. Econ. Entomol. 96: 925~
930.

Hutchison, W., E. Burkness, P. Mitchell, R. Moon, T. Leslie,
S. Fleischer, M. Abrahamson, K. Hamilton, K. Steffey, M.
Gray, et al. 2010. Areawide suppression of European
corn borer with Bt maize reaps savings to non-Bf maize
growers. Science 330: 222-225.

Hutchison, W., and N. Storer. 2010. Expanded use of pyr-
amided transgenic maize hybrids expressing novel Bacil-
lus thuringiensis toxins in the Southern US.:Potential for
areawide suppression of Helicoverpa zea (Lepidoptera:
Noctuidae) in the Mississippi delta. Southwest. Entomol.
35: 403-408.

Jackson, R., J. Bradley, J. Van Duyn, B. Leonard, K. Allen, R.
Luttrell, J. Ruberson, J. Adamczyk, J. Gore, D. Hardee, R.
Voth, S. Sivasupramaniam, J. Mullins, and G. Head. 2008.
Regional assessment of Helicoverpa zea populations on
cotton and non-cotton crop hosts. Entomol. Exp. Appl.
126: 89-106.

Johnson, M., R. Stinner, and R. Rabb. 1975. Ovipositional
response of Heliothis zea (Boddie) to its major hosts in
North Carolina. Environ. Entomol. 4: 291-297.

Kennedy, G., and N. Storer. 2000. Life systems of polypha-
gous arthropod pests in temporally unstable cropping
systems. Annu. Rev. Entomol. 45: 467-493.

Lee, C, and J. Herbek. 2005. Estimating corn yields. UK
Cooperative Extension Service, Lexington, KY.

BoOHNENBLUST ET AL.: BT CORN FOR CORN EARWORM CONTROL

1259

Molina-Ochoa, J., W. Hutchison, and C. Blanco. 2010. Cur-
rent status of Helicoverpa zea and Heliothis virescens
within a changing landscape in the Southern United
States and Mexico. Southwest. Entomol. 35: 347-354.

Morey, A., W. Hutchison, R. Venette, and E. Burkness. 2012.
Cold hardiness of Helicoverpa zea (Lepidoptera: Noctu-
idae) pupae. Environ. Entomol. 41: 172-179.

Nagoshi, R., S. Fleischer, and R. Meagher. 2009. Texas is the
overwintering source of fall armyworm in central Penn-
sylvania: implications for migration into the Northeastern
United States. Environ. Entomol. 38: 1546-1554.

(NASS) National Agriculture Statistics Service. 2012a.
Pricesreceived for corn by month-United States. (http://
www.nass.usda.gov/Charts_and_Maps/Agricultural Prices/
pricecn.asp).

(NASS) National Agriculture Statistics Service. 2012b.
Acreage. (http://www.usda.gov/nass/ PUBS/TODAYRPT/
acrg0612.pdf).

Penn State Extension. 2011. Figure 1.4-1, p. 59. In M. Hall,
G. Roth, and D. Lingenfelter, coords. The Penn State
Agronomy Guide. Penn State Extension. Penn State Ex-
tension, University Park, PA.

Phillips, W., and G. Barber. 1934. Ear-worm injury in rela-
tion to date of planting field corn in central Virginia.
Virginia Agric. Exp. Station Tech. Bull. 55: 1-15.

Reay-Jones, F., and P. Wiatrak. 2011. Evaluation of new
transgenic corn hybrids producing multiple Bacillus thu-
ringiensis toxins in South Carolina. J. Entomol. Sci. 46:
152-164.

Rutschky, C. 1951. Corn earworm control experiments in
Pennsylvania in 1950. J. Econ. Entomol. 44: 567-569.
Sedlacek, J., K. Friley, and S. Hillman. 2009. Ear pests and
damage to organic, conventional and Bt-protected sweet
corn grown in central Kentucky. J. Entomol. Sci. 44:

383-390.

Smith, M., and T. Riley. 1992. Direct and interactive effects
of planting date, irrigation, and corn earworm (Lepidop-
tera: Noctuidae) damage on aflatoxin production in per-
harvest field corn. J. Econ. Entomol. 85: 998-1006.

SPSS. 2010. IBM SPSS statistics 19 core users guide. SPSS
Inc., Chicago, IL, an IBM Company. Somers, NY.

Syngenta. 2011. Corn trait information: Agrisure viptera
3111 (The Agrisure Viptera Trait + Agrisure 3000GT).
(http:/ /www.syngenta.com/ country/us/ en/Seeds/ Traits/
CornTraits/ Pages/ content authoring Agrisurevip3111.aspx).

Tooker, J. F., and S. J. Fleischer. 2010. First report of west-
ern bean cutworm (Striacosta albicosta) in Pennsylvania.
Crop Manage. (doi:10.1094/ CM-2010-0616-01-RS).

Union of Concerned Scientists. 2008. Climate change in
Pennsylvania: impacts and solutions for the Keystone
State. UCS Publications. Cambridge, MA.

Westbrook, J., and J. Lopez, Jr. 2010. Long-distance migra-
tion in Helicoverpa zea: what we know and need to know.
Southwest. Entomol. 35: 355-360.

Widstrom, N., A. Sparks, E. Lillehoj, and W. Kwolek. 1975.
Aflatoxin production and Lepidoptera insect injury on
corn in Georgia. J. Econ. Entomol. 68: 855-856.

Xinzhi, N., X. Wenwei, M. Krakowsky, G. D. Buntin, S.
Brown, R. D. Lee, and A. Coy. 2007. Field screening of
experimental corn hybrids and inbred lines for multiple
ear-feeding insect resistance. J. Econ. Entomol. 100:
1704-1713.

Received 17 July 2012; accepted 1 February 2013.




