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Tomato Hornworms 
 
 

Description: The tomato hornworm is a large (3 1/3 to 4 inches when ma-
ture) pale green caterpillar with white and black markings.  A brown form 
also occurs although it is not usually as common as the green form.  The 
name hornworm comes from the fact that these caterpillars have a projec-
tion or a spike on one of the last abdominal segments.  The adult moth, 
called a sphinx or hawk moth, is a medium to large heavy-bodied insect 
with narrow front wings.  The body is spindle shaped, tapering at both ends, 
and the antennae are fairly thick.  The adult is mottled gray-brown color 
with yellow spots on the sides of abdomen and a wing span of 4-5 inches. 

Injury: The hornworm feeds on the leaves and new stems of the tomato 
plant.  During July and August they occasionally feed on the fruit.  They 
are often noticed in the home vegetable garden because of their large size 
or because the foliage on the plant “just disappears”. 

 Cultural Control 
Handpicking the hornworms from infested plants is a safe and effective op-
tion in smaller plantings. Roto-tilling the soil after harvest will destroy 
many of the burrowing larvae which are attempting to pupate. Tillage has 

shown to cause up to 90% mortality.  
Biological Control  

There are many natural factors that help to control tomato hornworm infestations. The 
egg stage and early instar larvae are often preyed upon by various general predatory in-
sects such as lady beetles and green lacewings.  
 
Tomato hornworm larvae are also parasitized by a number of insects. One of the most 
common is a small braconid wasp, Cotesia congregatus. Larvae that hatch from wasp 
eggs laid on the hornworm feed on the inside of the hornworm until the wasp is ready 
to pupate. The cocoons appear as white projections protruding from the hornworms 

body (see photo, left). If such projections are observed, the hornworms should be left in 
the garden to conserve the beneficial parasitoids. The wasps will kill the hornworms when 
they emerge from the cocoons and will seek out other hornworms to parasitize.  

 
Another important natural enemy is the wasp, Polistes spp. (Hymenoptera: Vespidae) (see 
photo, left). This common wasp kills and feeds upon a large proportion of the larvae, and 
will also attack cabbage looper and other garden caterpillars.  

 
 



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 distributed, 
sold, and/or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation (DEC) and may require a registered licensed applicator . Questions concerning the legality and/or reg-
istration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Exten-
sion Specialist or your regional DEC office. 
 READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  

Chemical Control  
Commercial Growers  
The current action threshold for tomato hornworm is 0.5 young larvae/plant. If this larval density is exceeded, in-
secticide treatment is recommended. With all products, and particularly the Bt and Avaunt insecticides, treatments 
should be applied when larvae are still in the early instars. Late instars (>3/4") are difficult to kill. 

• Bt subsp. kurstaki (Dipel and others)  
• lambda-cyhalothrin (Warrior 1 EC)  
• cyfluthrin (Baythroid 2E)  
• carbaryl (Sevin XLR Plus)  
• esfenvalerate (Asana XL)  
• spinosad (SpinTor 2 SC)  
• permethrin (Pounce 3.2 EC)  
• indoxacarb (Avaunt WDG)  
• Fenpropathrin (Danitol) 

 
 
Home Gardeners  
Gardeners are advised to examine plants frequently from early July into August for hornworm eggs and small cat-
erpillars, and to begin control measures as soon as young larvae are observed. Again, for small plantings and 
early larval infestations, hand-picking of larvae is effective. Gardeners should also watch for parasitic wasp activ-
ity.  
 
 
Source:  http://www.vegedge.umn.edu/vegpest/hornworm.htm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


