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ROOT WEEVILS 
 
"Root weevils" refers to a complex of beetles that attack dozens of ornamental plant species in 
the Northwest, primarily west of the Cascade Mountains. Some of the species are introduced into 
North America and are found in many northern states; others are, or appear to be, native. All may 
be locally important pests. 
 
In a 1984 survey in Western Oregon we found only three species of general distribution: the 
Black Vine Weevil (BVW, Otiorhynchus sulcatus); the Strawberry Root Weevil (SRW, O. 
ovatus); and the Obscure Root Weevil (ORW, Sciopethes obscurus). These three weevils have 
several traits in common: All are females. They do not fly. General weevil shape (but color 
varies) with a snout. Primarily nocturnal habits. Larvae feed in the roots, adults on foliage. Adult 
feeding is a characteristic notching of leaf edge. There is one generation, egg to adult in a year. 
 
Biology 
 
Adults emerge from the soil in late spring (April-June) and begin to feed on new foliage. The 
ORW emerges in mid-summer. Some adult weevils overwinter dependent upon weather, cover, 
and food supply. The overwintering adults are capable of laying eggs. 
 
Adults feed for 3-4 weeks before eggs are laid. Adult feeding indicates their presence. Adults 
may lay 300-500 eggs. 
 
Feeding continues into the fall but natural mortality occurs as weevils complete their egg laying 
on suitable succulent host material diminishes. The eggs are laid singly or in small clumps. They 
are white, oval, and sticky when laid but turn brown in a few days and hatch in 7-10 days. Eggs 
and tiny emergent larvae are quire subject to desiccation. The survivors work their way into the 
soil and begin to feed on host plant roots. 
 
Feeding continues into the fall but the larvae are small at this time. Feeding ceases as soil 
temperature drops and in most situations does not resume until spring. The larvae are cream-
colored, C-shaped with brown heads. They are legless with few setae (hairs) visible without 
magnified viewing. In greenhouses development is continuous and life stages may overlap. 
There is still just one generation each year but controls may be initiated at any time. 
  



 
Control 
 
Control in the 1950's to the 1970's was by chlorinated hydrocarbon insecticides not now 
available. There have been and are baits available. They are of minimal benefit. In the past few 
years acephate (Orthene) and bendiocarb (Turcam, Dycarb, Ficam) have been registered for use 
as adulticides or as drenches. Bendiocarb dusts are being sold for adult weevil control. 
Carbofuran (Furadan) is registered for use as a drench (not as a foliar spray) in Oregon, and 
azinphos-methyl (Guthion) has proven to be an effective adulticide. Several pyrethroids are 
registered to control adult weevils including Pydrin, Pounce and Mavrik Aquaflow. 
 
Furadan, Guthion, and the pyrethroids are restricted-use insecticides. 
 
Emulsifiable and soluble powder acephate formulations are available. Bendiocarb is sold as a 
wettable powder and dust. Guthion is a wettable powder. Furadan and Mavrik are flowables 
(water base) and the other pyrethroids are emulsifiable. 
 
Application 
 
It soon became evident that controls, to be effective, needed to be applied in a timely manner, 
repeated monthly (or more often) and that ground handgun, full-coverage sprays were better than 
mist-blower or low volume, low pressure application. 
 
All host plants need be sprayed, not just those with leaf notching. Neighbor's plants (untreated) 
can pose a problem for though the weevils cannot fly, they can walk several hundred feet or 
more. 
 
Where infestations are serious, multiple sprays are initially needed. With effective control 
attained, the number of sprays annually can be reduced. The early sprays beginning within 30 
days of first emergence are the most important. Fall drenches are suggested to kill young larvae 
that resulted from incomplete adult kill in the spring and summer. 
 
Highly toxic insecticidal treatments should not be applied in the winter when or prior to shipping 
plants. This timing is not very effective and the risk of injury to handlers and unsuspecting 
buyers is great. 
  
Nematodes 
 
In, a search for a less toxic, effective control, entomophagous nematodes are the subject of 
experimentation at OSU and elsewhere. Different species or strains of nematodes were tested at 
several rates on several host plants. Indoors the host plants used were primrose and 
rhododendron, and the weevil tested against was the BVW. The nematodes were compared with 
bendiocarb and acephate. NOTE: Nematodes need not be registered by the EPA. They are 
presently for sale and may be used. 
 



Nematodes were also taken to the field and tested on rhododendron, conifers, and several 
agricultural crops. The results were promising. It remains to be seen whether industry will be 
able to market the nematodes effectively: 
* The species and strains being treated are expanding  
* None of the species overwinter in our climate. The search is underway for cold-hardy strains. 
* Nematodes cannot be used preventively since they require a host. 
* Pherotech in British Columbia is marketing nematodes.  
* Nematodes will not work well in containers when there is a rapid flow-through of water. 
* While soil moisture is a necessity, nematodes are not aquatic. 
* Nematodes, in the infective stage, need be placed close to the host insect. 
* Although the nematodes can be sprayed, it is generally not an effective distribution method.  
* Insecticide compatibility is questionable. It is best to apply insecticides first then follow with 
nematodes when the insecticide is degraded. 
* Insecticides that are also labeled as nematicides, like Furadan and Temik, should not be used in 
conjunction with nematodes. 
*Nematodes are more effective against larger stages of insects or larger insect species, are more 
effective against chewing insects than sucking insects. 
 

 
Pesticide Use - Due to constantly changing laws and regulations, no liability for the suggested use of chemicals in 
this Newsletter is assumed by the ONW Newsletter. Pesticides should be applied according to label directions on the 
pesticide container.  
Permission to Reprint material appearing in the ONW Newsletter is granted with the request that you credit the 
source: Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter, date, volume, issue, page numbers. Do not excerpt or reprint in such a 
manner as to imply the author's endorsement or criticism of a product or concept.  
Nondiscrimination - The information in the Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter is provided with the understanding 
that no discrimination is intended and that listing of commercial products implies no endorsement by the authors. 
Criticism of products or equipment is neither intended nor implied.  
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