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Sweet potatoes are the sixth most important food crop in the world (behind wheat, rice, 
maize, white potatoes and barley). Sweet potato weevils (Cylas formicarius) can be a 
ruinous problem. They burrow into sweet potatoes, laying their eggs in the stem and in 
the potato itself. Their larvae grow inside the plants, and as adults they chew their way 
out, continuing to feed on the leaves, stems and potatoes. The plants become yellowed 
and the potatoes inedible, squishy and riddled with holes.  
A large infestation could ruin the crop entirely. Even when harvested and stored, the 
sweet potatoes aren’t safe. The weevils will gnaw away at the sweet potatoes, making 
them useless for consumption or sale. That’s bad news for sweet potato producers, and 
consumers.  Farmers in St. Lucia participating in PROPEL trials were reporting sweet 
potato weevil damage up to 80% of their crops in 2017. 

St. Lucia uses pheromone traps to 
control the sweet potato weevil 
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A pheromone lure is a type of insect 
bait that uses pheromones to lure 
insects.  Sex pheromones and 
aggregating pheromones are the 
most common types used.  A 
pheromone-impregnated lure, is 
encased in a conventional trap such 
as a bottle trap, ‘Delta trap’, water-
pan trap, or funnel trap. Traps can 
be colour coded as well, since 
colour plays a key role in attracting 
different insects. Pheromone lures 
are used both to count specific 
insect populations by sampling, and 
to trap and destroy insect pest such 
as the sweet potato weevil. These 
traps are very sensitive, meaning 
they attract insects present at very 
low densities. They are often used 
to detect the presence of exotic 
pests, or for sampling, monitoring, 
or to determine the first appearance 
of a pest in an area.  
 
 

  

In an effort to address this pest affecting 
the sweet potato crop in St. Lucia, 
PROPEL donated 1,000 pheromone lures 
to the Plant Protection and Quarantine 
Department of the Ministry of Agri-
culture, Fisheries, Physical Planning, 
Natural Resources and Cooperatives 
(MAFPNC) in 2017.  The lures were 
intended to reduce infestation loads, as 
well as to contribute to the reduction in 
the use of pesticides being used on the 
PROPEL trial plots. They were also used 
by the Plant Protection and Quarantine 
Department on a wider national drive to 
control the sweet potato weevil in an 
environmentally sensitive manner.  
 

They can be used for control, and are used to monitor the success of a specific eradication 
program and the spread of specific species. The high species-specificity of pheromone 
lures can also be an advantage, and they tend to be inexpensive and easy to implement.  
In the case of the sweet potato weevil, a female sex pheromone is used as an attractant to 
the trap. So, only male weevils are trapped and killed thereby the overall population is 
reduced as a result of fewer males to allow for reproduction.  The pheromones lures were 
sourced from Trinidad, and produced in Costa Rica. 

Nadia Pacquette-Anselm, PROPEL Country Coordinator hands over 
lures to John Calixte, Permanent Secretary MAFPNC 



The traps used in the trials were constructed 
using 1 gallon (recycled) plastic bottles, and 
placed in the fields by (MAFPNC) extension and 
research staff during the summer of 2017. The 
lures were replaced every six weeks.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Over the course of the 3 month growing cycle, the Ministry maintained and monitored the 
fields.  The results were very encouraging with a marked decline in the number of weevils 
found in the traps over time.  The Ministry reported in November, 2018 that 15,000 
weevils had been trapped and removed from the sweet potato plots to date.  One farmer 
in the trial reported a reduction in crop damage due to the weevil from 80% to 20%.  
Others reported even lower crop loss (as little as 5-10% of marketable produce) however 
other factors such as weather also come into play. 
 
All in all, the initiative that introduces a new, environmentally sensitive technology has 
been a success, with farmers in St. Lucia reaping the benefits by sending more marketable 
produce to the high value market.  The Ministry is encouraged by this success and is 
committed to keeping the usage of pheromone traps as part of its integrated pest 
management and environmentally sustainable program. 

Source:  MAFPNC Monitoring Report on the pheremone usage in 2017  


