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SUPERVISED COTTON INSECT CONTROL 

by 

Leon MOore 
Extension Entomologist 

The most effective cotton insect control programs are those based on 
need as indicated by good field checking. The cotton plant can withstand a 
certain percentage of loss of squares and other fruiting parts without yield 
reduction. It is important that growers maintain a week-by-week record of 
the insect numbers and plant damage in each cotton field so that decisions 
on control can be made most effectively. 

Good field checking has many advantages. Important among these are 
that it indicates when the ~eed for control exists since the grower know$ 
the insect situation in each of his fields, provides information for 
selecting the best insecticide and determining the proper timing of appli
cations, and provides an accurate and continuing record of ~nsect situations 
which may be of value as the season progresses and in future years. 

Insecticides can be applied to properly checked fields on a need basis. 
This is important for the following reasons: (1) minimum cost without yield 
reduction since insecticides are applied when pests reach economic levels, 
(2) fewer secondary problems occur such as resistance to insecticides, 
outbreaks of minor pests, and destruction of beneficial insects, and (3) minimal 
environmental contamination. Insecticides placed into the environment based 
on need can be justified, whereas any other basis is vulnerable to criticism. 

Supervised Control in Graham County 

In 1968 the cotton growers of Graham County, through their pink bollworm 
committee, decided upon a cotton insect control program which called for sched
uled weekly insecticide applications to the entire acreage involved. About 
13,000 of the approximately 17,000 acres of cotton in the county were included 
in the program and were treated for six consecutive weeks beginning with the 
first week in August. The entire acreage was treated each week without regard 
to the insect populations present. The cost of the six-week program was 
about $198,000.00 and some growers put on additional applications after the 
program ended because of a late build-up of pink bollworm. 

Some growers expressed dissatisfaction with the 1968 program and the 
pink bollworm committee asked the University of Arizona for assistance in 
improving the program for 1969. The University assisted the committee in 
organizing and conducting a program whereby cotton insects were controlled 
based on need. 
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Correct and regular field sampling is required in order to treat based 
on need. To accomplish this, the growers hired a supervisor, Mr. Mike Pursley, 
and 8 young men as field scouts. These persons were given 3 days of intensive 
training on cotton insect identification and techniques of field sampling 
by University Entomologists and weekly meetings were held to discuss problems 
and situations as the season progressed. 

Eighty-two growers with 12,750 acres and 652 separate cotton fields 
participated in the 1969 program. The Safford Valley was divided into areas 
A, B, C, and D with about 3200 acres in each area. A pair of scouts was 
assigned to check all the field in each area on a weekly basis. They recorded 
information on damaging and beneficial insects in each field and made this 
information available to the grower through the supervisor, Mr. Pursley. 
Maps were prepared for the entire area and each cotton field was numbered to 
avoid confusion regarding recorded information. 

When a field was infested with a pest at or near the economic level the 
scout supervisor contacted the grower and re-checked the field. The grower 
then decided whether or not he wanted to apply chemical control. Extension 
Service publications contain information on economic levels and suggested 
insecticides which helped him in making the required decisions. Resource 
people such as the county agent were also available for consultation when 
questions arose. 

The pink bollworm committee, whose chairman is Mr. Brooks Daley, decided 
after consideration of research information that treatment for the pink 
bollworm should begin when 15 percent of the bolls became infested. They 
also contracted on a bid basis for the chemicals and application to be used 
when necessary. These committee actions reduced the decisions necessary by 
individual growers as the season progressed. 

Results of the 1969 program were that one field required treatment for 
stink bugs, 18 fields for lygus bugs and about 65 fields for pink bollworm. 
Considering multiple applications on most of the pink bollworm fields a total 
of 5500 acre treatments were made. This compares to 13,000 acres treated 6 
times or 78,000 acre treatments in 1968. 

Cost of insecticides and applications in 1969 were about $17,000 while 
the scouting service cost another $19,000. The $36,000 total cost in 1969 
is $162,000 less than the $198,000 cost of 1968. Agricultural officials in 
the county believe insect infestations and cotton yields were roughly 
comparable in 1968 and 1969. Thus the program apparently reduced the produc
tion costs of the 82 growers involved by $162,000. This, of course, takes 
into account only the 1968 and 1969 seasons and it should be considered that 
the 1968 program was not a cammon practice for the area. Increased pink 
bollworm damage in 1967 as compared to previous years was largely responsible 
for the committee decision to adopt the massive or district control program 
of 1968. 
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Benefits from the "control based on need" type of program used in 1969 
are far greater than the reduced cost and reduced environmental contamination 
as related in the figures previously given. This type program permits more 
effective use of the pest population management concept in cotton insect 
control which requires consideration of the entire agro-ecosystem. Proper 
population assessment permits treating when pests reach the established 
economic threshold (level which causes economic damage). Beneficial insects 
are thus given a chance to maintain a natural pest-beneficial insect balance 
which often prevents the need for insecticide control. Programs such as the 
one in 1968 destroy this balance and often result in minor pests becoming 
major pests. Resistance of pests to insecticides is also more of a problem 
in the large scale scheduled program. Another major benefit of the 1969 
program over the one in 1968 is the much less harmful effect on honey bees 
and wildlife. The concept of integrated insect control simply puts to use 
the best combinations of cultural, biological and chemical methods of insect 
control. Proper field sampling is the key to making the approach work. 
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