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Squash Vine Borer 
 
The squash vine borer, Melittia cucurbitae, a "clear-winged" moth, is an occasional pest of vine crops in 
Minnesota. The preferred vine crops which squash vine borer attacks are winter squash, summer 
squash, and pumpkins. They attack cucumbers and melons less frequently. Unlike many moths, they 
are fast, noisy daytime flyers that are sometimes mistaken for wasps. The larvae cause plant damage 
by feeding within the stem, which results in wilting. Sometimes, the feeding damage is so pervasive 
that the entire plant collapses.  
Biology and Life cycle 
Squash vine borers have stout bodies about ½ inch in length with a wingspan from 1 ¼ to 1-½ inches. 
The adult body is reddish with black bands encircling the abdomen. The front wings are a metallic 
green. The hind wings are clear with dark veins and fringed with reddish brown hairs. The larvae are 
white to cream-colored caterpillars with brown heads which grow to about one inch in length.  
The adults emerge from mid-June through July from cocoons in the soil. They typically lay their small 
(1/25"), oval, brown eggs singly on stems or leaf stalks towards the base of the plant. Eggs hatch in 7-
10 days. Upon hatching, the larvae immediately bore into the stem, leaving large entrance holes and 
yellowish frass. After feeding for about a month, the borers exit from the stem and burrow into the soil. 
They overwinter in a cocoon and pupate in the spring. There is one generation per year in the upper 
Midwest.  

Damage 
Larvae damage plants by severing the water and nutrient conducting tissue. As 
a result, the plants start to wilt. Other pests also cause wilting symptoms such 
as the squash bug, aphids, or bacterial wilt which is vectored by the striped cu-
cumber beetle. In order to determine if the squash vine borer is causing the wilt-
ing, look for large holes, typically at the base of the stem, and large amounts of 
yellowish-green frass extruding from the holes. If these symptoms exist, split the 

stems apart with a sharp knife to look for the larvae. If several larvae have infected a plant, the plant 
may collapse and die.  
Management 
Most management options are limited to controlling the hatching larvae (first instars) before they enter 
the plant. Once the larvae invade the stem, little can be done except to scrape the larvae out of the 
stem and cover the stem with dirt to promote possible growth of new roots. If the main root and stem 
are injured, this tactic may allow the plant to recover and continue to grow. Growers and gardeners, 
however, can be more proactive by looking for the adult moth flying around their plants from mid-June 
through July. Growers can also monitor moth presence by placing pheromone traps near squash or 
pumpkins. Pheromone traps and lures (EZA 2,13/ZZA 99:1 or blend) attract male moths, and are avail-
able from several commercial suppliers (see list below). Since the pheromone may attract a variety of 
clearwing borer moths, identification and knowledge of clearwing borer moths will be necessary. The 
home gardener may put out large yellow pails filled with water. The moths are attracted to yellow and 
are trapped when they fall into the water.  



Chemical control 
There are no threshold guidelines regarding how many frass damaged plants or how many captured 
adult moths indicate a need for chemical control. The most practical way to prevent widespread dam-
age is to detect the earliest signs of adult and/or egg-laying activity, as well as larval damage before 
the remaining eggs have hatched. A spray is most effective just as the larvae are hatching from their 
eggs and before they burrow into the stem.  

Commercial Growers. Spray or dust the stems and vines at the base of the 
plant with the following chemicals once or twice 7-10 days apart:  
• carbaryl (Sevin)  
• endosulfan (Thiodan, Endosulfaun, Phaser)  
• permethrin (Ambush or Pounce)  
• esfenvalerate (Asana XL)  
• methomyl (Lannate)  
• methoxychlor (Methoxychlor).  
The available forms of Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) formulations are not effec-
tive against this pest; it is difficult to spray the internal parts of the stems 
where the larvae are eating. Since insecticides such as carbaryl may kill 

bees, avoid spraying during flowering. If sprays are necessary during flowering, spray very early in the 
morning or in the evening when the bees are less likely to be active in the field or garden. 
NOTE: To ensure proper use of insecticides, also refer to the most recent edition of the Midwest Vege-
table Production Guide (BU-7094-S; cited below) and/or the product label. 
Home Gardeners. The home gardener may spray or dust using rotenone, methoxychlor, pyrethrum, or 
carbaryl (Sevin). 
Cultural Control 
If a field has had a borer infestation, destroy infected crops and avoid planting cucurbits in the same 
area the following year. Disking the soil in early fall should expose cocoons that are buried 1-6 inches 
deep.  
Resistant Varieties. Butternut squash exhibits a higher level of resistance than Hubbard and Acorn 
squashes, which are highly susceptible to borer damage. 
Mechanical Control. Floating row covers placed over the crops prevent the moths from laying eggs. 
Place the floating row covers over the plants as they start to vine or when you notice any squash vine 
borers in the area. Firmly anchor the row covers to the ground or the moths will crawl under it. In addi-
tion, remove row covers during flowering to permit maximum pollination. 
 
Source:  http://www.vegedge.umn.edu/vegpest/CUCS/vinebor.htm 

This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, 
some materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides dis-
tributed, sold, and/or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York State Department of Envi-
ronmental Conservation (DEC) and may require a registered licensed applicator . Questions concerning the legal-
ity and/or registration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Co-
operative Extension Specialist or your regional DEC office. 
 READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  


