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In the first meeting of the Agroecology Network’s 

Pest and Weed Management Working Group, Dr. 

Fentahun Mengestu of the Agriculture, Knowledge 

Learning Documentation and Policy (AKLDP) 

Project presented experiences on the Fall 

Armyworm (FAW) infestation in Ethiopia, and 

different management options, including the 

agroecological approach.  

“Most potential pests are checked by agroecology in 

nature:  upon loss of ecological balance, insects 

become pests.  Agroecological pest management seeks 

to restore the immunity of the agro-ecosystem by 

improving nutrient and energy cycling – right from the 

level of the health of the soil to the health of the plant – 

and by improving the agrobiodiversity.” 

Fall Armyworm has existed for more than 150 years in Central, Eastern and South America. It is 

able to attack up to 186 crop species from a wide variety of crop families. It reproduces quickly 

and is able to travel far and fast, adults flying up to 100 km/day. It was introduced  in Ethiopia in 

February 2017, and due to favorable environmental conditions and rapid reproductive behaviour, 

it has now  present in 8 of Ethiopia's 9 regions, reaching up to five generation in southern part of 

the country,. In the absence of effective and timely management, in Ethiopia FAW  is estimated 

to cause up to  30% of loss in maize production. FAW can be hosted by many other important 

crops in Ethiopia, including sorghum, sugarcane, fodder grasses in grazing lands, potatoes, and 

various legumes; it is feared that it could also impact teff significantly. With a threshold 

temperature of 10.9 °C, the vast majority of the country is conducive for FAW survival. 

Ethiopia’s richness of diversity may have a positive and a negative effect on the FAW: it may 

create a suitable environment for  natural enemies of the pest, but in the short term it can also 

provide abundant host species choices that provide the FAW a continuum of food and live on 

throughout the year.   

The management options for FAW are cultural, chemical, biological and integrated pest 

management.  

The farmers who adopt the mechanical method (one of the cultural methods of pest control) are 

controlling the pest up to 54%. Adoption of the mechanical method is checked by superstitions in 

some communities that crushing the larvae will cause the worm to multiply, and farmers’ 

fatigues. Proper identification of the pest is still a challenge for many, and a limiting factor for 

the success of mechanical (and other) control.  

There are no registered chemicals for FAW in Ethiopia at this point, but various general 

pesticides (such as pyrethroids, carbamates and organophosphates) are being used. The exact 

timing for applying chemicals is very important for effective pest control; both the life cycle and 
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the time of day mater (i.e. spraying when the larvae is safe inside the whorls and ears of maize is 

ineffective; and spraying during the day is ineffective because larvae are only come to feed on 

plants at night, dawn or dusk, etc.).  Threshold levels are not used in administering chemicals, 

and there is concern that inappropriate use of chemicals could cause development of chemical 

resistance, plant damage, and threaten the health of people and animals, and the environment.  

Biological control options include releasing  parasitoidreleasing parasitoid (Telenomus remus), 

use of  the Bacillus thuringiensis (BT) bacteria, and various botanicals such as neem and 

crystantuamum. Nonetheless,  biological control agents may take longer time to control the pest, 

and there is risk that they may impact non-target species. On the otherhand, botanicals may not 

be enough alone unless integrated with other options. 

IPM involves a judicious combination of all available methods, resorting to chemicals as last 

option. It incorporates ecological principles of management for optimal recycling of nutrients 

and organic matter turnover, closed energy flows, water and soil conservation and balanced 

populations of pest and their natural enemies. The target may not necessarily be pest elimination; 

checking below a certain threshold level suffices. Some argue that IPM has  still tends to have 

too narrow a focus on the pest itself, not addressing sufficiently the weaknesses in agroecological 

systems that cause vulnerability to pests. For FAW control, IPM is limited in full adoption due to 

farmers’ inclination towards chemical control as a first choice.  

When agroecological principles are applied in addressing the problem of FAW, soil health and 

plant health is optimized in various ways: e.g. whole-farm crop planning, including varietal 

selection, crop rotations, cultural practices such as sowing under plant cover and minimum 

tillage, rational irrigation and fertilization, and use of organic fertilizers. Populations of 

beneficial organisms are increased and pest populations are decreased using techniques such as 

refuge areas (corridors, hedgerows, grassy flowering strips, etc), trap crops, push-and-pull, etc.  

FAW awareness and coordinated management are paramount in significantly reducing the 

impact of the FAW. 

Q&A 

Question: Tell us more about conservation agriculture’s compatibility with FAW management.  

Answer: Regarding conservation agriculture and FAW management, there are conflicting 

recommendations. While some suggest deep plowing and clean cultivation as management for 

FAW, other published research dispute this, and promote reduced tillage and retention of crop 

residues. FAW has not been found to be incompatible with conservation agriculture principles.  

Question: How effective are botanicals in management of FAW? 

Answer: Whereas botanicals alone  are not often enough to kill FAW, they can be used in 

combination with other pest management (IPM) techniques and strengthen agroecosystems.  
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Question: You mention that a new pest poses greatest problems in early years, but with time 

agroecosystems would check it and it would become a regular pest. How long does it take for 

agroecosystems to adapt to check pests? FAW is very invasive. How long might one expect it 

would take for agroecosystems to adapt to be able to check this pest? 

Answer: For many pests 3-4 years, this can vary. But, it depends how much you are working in 

stabilizing the agroecosytems. 

More information 

To become involved with the Agroecology Network, please contact sassefa@agriprofocus.com. 

For more information on FAW, please see attached presentation on FAW and FAW Policy Brief 

prepared by AKLDP, or contact fentahunmen@yahoo.com.   
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