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Mealybugs are soft-bodied scale-like insects that feed on 

plants. They are typically covered in a soft, waxy coat of 

filaments which gives them a white, ‘mealy’ appearance. 

A number of these sap sucking insects are recognised 

pests of grasses in Australia. Other mealybug species 

are pests of crops including fruits, vegetables and cotton. 

Grasses impacted by mealybugs include turf grass, 

cereal crops, sugar cane, rice and pastures.  

A species of mealybug, Heliococcus summervillei, 

commonly called pasture mealybug (or paspalum 

mealybug) was reported on the North Coast of NSW in 

March 2020. Pasture mealybug has been infesting and 

damaging pastures, particularly summer growing grasses 

(Figure 1). 

History of the pasture mealybug 

Pasture mealybug was first identified on paspalum in Queensland in 1928 then again in Atherton in 

1938. Internationally, there have been reports of this species damaging rice crops in India and 

sugar cane in Pakistan. In New Caledonia, this mealybug caused substantial damage to pastures 

in the late 1990’s over several years. There was a natural reduction in population density about five 

years after the outbreak for reasons which were not determined.   

Pasture mealybug re-emerged in Queensland in 2018 and has since spread across large areas 

from the Atherton Tablelands to the NSW North Coast. It has been associated with pastures 

affected by pasture dieback; a condition that kills grass pastures. The role of pasture mealybug in 

pasture dieback is being investigated. From current research it is unclear whether H. summervillei 

is the primary cause of pasture dieback, or attacks plants weakened by dieback, or is simply an 

opportunist attacking pastures weakened by other factors. Pasture mealybug has been found on a 

range of grass species including buffel grass, creeping bluegass, Rhodes grass, kikuyu and 

paspalum. For a list of species that are susceptible to pasture dieback visit the NSW DPI pasture 

dieback webpage.  

Identification 

Pasture mealybug can be found as adults, reproductive masses and early instars (juveniles) on 

both roots and leaves of host grass species. Adult females are white or pink, 2-3 mm long and can 

be seen with the naked eye. Juveniles and egg masses are very small and difficult to see without a 

hand lens. DNA sequencing is required for species identification of these life stages and can also 

be used to identify adults. 

Figure 1: Adult pasture mealybugs on 
grass leaf blade. Photo: S Baker, NSW 
DPI 

https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/agriculture/pastures-and-rangelands/establishment-mgmt/pests-and-diseases/pasture-dieback
https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/agriculture/pastures-and-rangelands/establishment-mgmt/pests-and-diseases/pasture-dieback
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Typically pasture mealybugs are found on grasses that have green leaves. Generally, this occurs 

in the warmer months of the year, especially following rainfall. During these times pasture 

mealybugs can be found on leaves, the soil surface and among the plant roots. In some high 

rainfall, warmer environments, such as the North Coast of NSW, mealybugs can be found all year 

round.  

During cool and/or dry periods when grasses are dormant and their leaves have dried off, pasture 

mealybugs retreat below ground. They can survive on grass roots and deep in the soil profile and 

have been found to a depth of 0.8 m. Prolonged flooding may kill pasture mealybug. 

Other white insect larva can commonly be mistaken for pasture mealybug. For example, the 

mealybug ladybird (also known as mealybug destroyer) larva (Cryptolaemus montrouzieri) a 

beneficial insect, that has been identified in pasture mealybug infested sites on the North Coast of 

NSW (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 2: Adult pasture mealybug and 
juveniles on grass leaf blade. Photo: N 
Jennings, NC LLS. 

 

Figure 3: Mealybug ladybird larva 
(Cryptolaemus montrouzieri). Commonly 
mistaken for a pasture mealybug. Photo: N 
Jennings, NC LLS. 

Control of pasture mealybug 

The most sustainable means of managing insect pests is to allow populations of beneficial insects 

to build up so they can suppress the pest. Insecticides can be effective but most have broad-

spectrum activity which typically affects the target insect as well as the beneficials and other 

insects, reducing the capacity of populations of natural enemies to increase. An integrated pest 

management (IPM) approach is best as it involves several elements such as strategic insecticide 

use including selective control options, knowledge of the crop, pest and associated natural 

enemies.  

History of other mealybug species has shown that they can become resistant to pesticides. 

Therefore, care must be taken to ensure appropriate use of insecticides within an IPM framework 

to reduce selection for resistance. Biological agents have been developed for some species of 

mealybug, but not for pasture mealybug to date. 
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Beneficial insects 

The chalcid wasp (Callipteroma sexguttata), a natural enemy of many insect pests, has been 

reported to parasitise pasture mealybug (Figure 4). Lacewings are generalist predators that prey 

on pasture mealybug. Another generalist predator are ladybird beetles (Figure 5). Both the larva 

and adults of the native mealybug ladybird (Cryptolaemus montrouzieri) feed on scale insects such 

as mealybugs (Figure 3). Research is underway to identify other natural enemies of pasture 

mealybug that could be bred or encouraged as control agents. 

 

Figure 4: Chalcid wasp (Callipteroma 
sexguttata). Photo: L Sanders (2018) 

 

Figure 5: Ladybird beetle (Coccinella 
transversalis). This genus has multiple 
ladybird species. Adults and larvae are 
predators of a range of insects.  Photo: R 
Richter (2017) 

Use of Movento® 240 SC insecticide 

In 2019, the Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority (APVMA) issued a permit 

(permit number 88482) for the use of spirotetramat (registered as Movento® 240 SC) to control 

pasture mealybug in mixed pasture. The permit is for use in NSW and Queensland. Movento® is 

considered compatible with IMP systems when used as directed. 

Movento® is registered for the control of a range of sap sucking pests including some mealybug 

species in a range of crops. It is highly pest specific and is particularly efficacious against juvenile 

stages. This systemic insecticide is translocated through the plant phloem and xylem. The phloem 

transports nutrients both up and down the plant. It therefore moves the insecticide up to the 

growing tips and down to the root system. Most other systemic insecticides are translocated by the 

xylem only. The xylem only moves in an upward direction, meaning that insecticides remain in the 

upper part of the plant and do not reach the roots where mealybugs typically feed. 

The timing of the application of Movento® is critical for effective control of pasture mealybug and is 

outlined in the permit. As pasture mealybugs spend most of their life cycle in the soil, insecticide 

application needs to be when juveniles are first observed on the plant leaves and crown. Since the 

insecticide is systemic, the plants need to have green leaves to take up and translocate the 

insecticide throughout the plant. Applications should be made when population numbers are 

building, rather than well established. A maximum of two sprays should be applied with a minimum 

retreatment interval of 14 days. 

http://permits.apvma.gov.au/PER88482.PDF
https://www.crop.bayer.com.au/find-crop-solutions/by-product/insecticides/movento-240-sc-insecticide
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Other insecticide control options 

NSW Department of Primary Industries and Local Land Services have complied a list of other 

insecticides that may also be effective in the control of pasture mealybug in pastures (table 1). 

These insecticides are registered for use to control different species of mealybug and other 

sucking insects in pastures in NSW, however they are yet to be tested for effectiveness on pasture 

mealybug. The NSW Pesticide Regulation 2017 allows the use of these chemicals, in NSW only, 

to control pasture mealybug in pastures. The impact of these insecticides on beneficial insects 

should also be considered before use. 

Table 1: Insecticides registered for use in pastures in NSW that may be effective in the control of 
pasture mealybug. All should be applied when juveniles are first observed. All chemicals listed are 
contact insecticides and effective on insects by direct contact or ingestion. None of these 
insecticides are selective and will control both insect pests and beneficial insects. 

Active 

ingredient 

Example trade name Maximum 

pasture rate 

Withholding 

period 

(days) 

Comments 

Carbaryl 500 

g/L  

Kendon Carbaryl 500SC 

and others 

2.2 L/ha or 200 

mL/100L  

7 Avoid use where grass is 

germinating. 

Note: May cause browning or 

yellowing of the leaves of 

some tropical legumes. 

Chlorpyrifos 

500 g/L  

Lorsban® 500 EC  

and others 

900 mL/ha  2 Chlorpyrifos is under review. 

Do not store large amounts 

as labelling or use patterns 

may change. 

Chlorpyrifos 

300 g/L + 

lambda-

cyhalothrin 

15.4 g/L  

Cobalt® Advanced 

 

700 mL/ha  14 Chlorpyrifos is under review. 

Do not store large amounts 

as labelling or use patterns 

may change. 

Diazinon 800 

g/L  

Barmac Diazinon  

and others 

 1 L/ha  2   

Malathion 

1150 g/L  

Hy-Mal® 

and others 

750 mL/ha  1 Only buy amount required. 

Do not store for long periods 

of time. 

Methomyl 225 

g/L  

Lannate®-L  

and others 

2 L/ha  3 Schedule 7 poison – requires 

extra care when handling.  

 

In general, use higher water rates to ensure thorough spray penetration for effective pest control. It 

is also important to spray the total area affected by pasture mealybug and a barrier zone of 

approximately 50 m beyond the affected area. 



Pasture mealybug 

October 2020 

Regional NSW | PUB20/854 | 5 

Table 1 does not list of all products registered for each active constituent as there are many 

generic products that have copied the use pattern from other products. For full list of registered 

products go to the APVMA website and search on the Pubcris search engine for pasture and the 

active ingredients listed below. 

Always read the label 

Users of agricultural (or veterinary) chemical products must always read the label and any permit, 

before using the product. Where permit instructions differ from the label, users must follow the 

permit instructions. Users must strictly comply with the directions on the label and conditions of any 

Permit. Users are not absolved from compliance with the directions on the label or conditions of the 

Permit by reason of any statement made or omitted to be made in this publication. Misuse of 

chemical products could result in chemical residues in meat and milk. 
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