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Research Note 

MORE EVIDENCE ON THE ATTRACTION OF MALES TO 
THE FEMALE SEX PHERMQNE OF Opisina 

arenosetta-yrvSkex 

L.C.R Fernando and K . A . S . Chandrasirl 

Coconut Research Institute, Lunuwila, Sri Lanka 

Coconu t caterpillar, {Opisina arenosella) is a ser ious pest caus ing 
up to about 8 0 % yield loss in coconut in Sri Lanka (Perera, 1987). S ince , it's 
first appearance in Batt icaloa district (Eastern province), a round the turn of 
the century, has now spread to Western, Southern, North-Western and Cen
tral provinces . A n average of 250-500 ha of coconut are be ing annually in
fested whi le half of that extent is subjected to treatment wi th insecticides. 
T h e pr imary reason for outbreaks is cl imatic condit ions. T h e low m i n i m u m 
temperatures that prevail dur ing the October to February period is de t r imen
tal to both the pest and it's natural enemies , particularly parasi toids. At the 
end of the adverse period, the pest increases rapidly whi le the parasi toids fail 
to d o so for another 3-4 months . This time lag causes the pest outbreak and 
at these pest levels, parasitoid numbers are insufficient to exert control. There
fore, if parasi toids could be augmented at the'initial s tages of an infestation 
there are high chances of prevent ing onset of outbreaks. To augment labora
tory-bred parasi toids it is essential to predict when and where early infesta
t ions occur s ince, the pattern and distribution of the infestations vary consid
erably each year. 

T h e p resence of a female sex p h e r o m o n e in coconu t caterpil lar , 
Opisina arenosella (Lepidoptera : Oecophoridae) has been revealed from 
studies in India (Murthy et al., 1995) and in Sri Lanka (Mumford et al., 1986). 
Al though, s o m e evidence was present in the prel iminary s tudies carried out 
in Sri Lanka , the results were not conclusive s ince, there was no significant 
difference in the n u m b e r of male moths caught in virgin female-baited traps 
and unbai ted traps. However , baited traps caught more, males than females. 
Therefore , further studies were undertaken to ascertain the attraction of vir
gin females of Opisina arenosella to conspecific males . Here w e present our 
invest igat ions. 
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T h e exper iment was carried out in three estates in Ja-ela, Thalawi la 
and Kottant ivu infested by coconut caterpillar dur ing the per iod N o v e m b e r 
to December , 1996. O n e to two day old virgin females were individually 
confined in net cages of I t d iameter and 41 tall. Each cage was fixed be tween 
two square (8! x 81) thick plast ic sheets held 41 apart . Inner surfaces of the 
sheets were applied wi th insect g lue to trap the moths attracted to the virgin 
females. T h e size of the traps in the present exper iment was reduced to one 
fourth of that used in the exper iments of Mumford et al. (1986) to min imize 
accidental ca tches . The traps (Isandwich trapsl) were p laced horizontal ly in 
the canopy of the infested trees for two consecut ive nights . Each of 10 bai ted 
and unbai ted traps were set at each location. T h e trap catches of males a n d 
females were recorded at the end of the two days . 

T h e number of male moths caught in baited traps was significantly 
h igher (P<0.001) than in unbai ted traps (Fig. I A ) : T h e n u m b e r of female 
moths caught in both trap types was nearly equal ,with the except ion in t raps 
at Kot tant ivu indicating these were accidental catches ( j i g . I B ) . Hence7the 
results conclusively revealed the attractiveness of virgin females to conspe -
cific ma les of Opisina arenosella clearing the doubts of the earl ier exper i 
men t s . 

Synthet ic analogues of sex pheromones have been used to forecast 
and mon i to r pes t popula t ions . Similar ly the synthet ic sex p h e r o m o n e o f 
Opisina arenosella would he lp to forecast t ime and locat ion of coconu t ca t 
erpi l lar pes t infestatipns in t ime sufficient enough to e m p l o y parasi toids and 
thereby prevent development o f outbreaks! T h e componen t s of the phe ro 
m o n e has been identified by Hal l (1986, unpublished report ) . Therefore fur
ther s tudies are necessary to identify the natural b lend of the phe romone and 
its effectiveness in the field condit ions. 
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