Emerging pests in north Indian cotton 
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Cotton has been sown in an area of around 15 lakh hectares in the states of Haryana, Punjab and Rajasthan in North zone. Bt hybrid cotton area has increased to around 50%. Incidence of mealy bug (Phenacoccus spp.) which was considered to be a minor pest has emerged as the most important insect problem in the entire zone. In general, incidence of the pest was observed in all types of cotton including Bt hybrids, American varieties (Gossypium hirsutum)  and hybrids. In Punjab a very large proportion of the cotton area is under Bt hybrids and the mealy bug incidence was found to be more in Punjab compared to Haryana and Rajasthan. The area under desi cotton (G. arboreum) has reduced considerably in north zone and this particular species of cotton was relatively free from mealy bug. The number of chemical insecticide sprays to contain this pest in Punjab has reached to the extent of 5-6. The incidence was observed in the beginning itself i.e. in April and has continued till date especially in Punjab and parts of Haryana. Spodoptera litura incidence was also noted in few pockets in Punjab.

Based on a recent survey in Punjab, cotton hybrids in Barnala, Mansa and Faridkot in Malwa region were more or less free from damage of mealy bug (Phenacoccus spp.). The incidence was observed in some pockets in these districts. The damage by this pest was more in Muktsar and Bhatinda followed by Ferozepur.  However, the nondescript Bt cotton, which showed poor vegetative growth suffered the loss most and farmers did not adopt proper management due to their expected low productivity status. The survey carried out by Scientists from NCIPM, New Delhi and CICR, Regional Station, Sirsa, in Ferozepur, Muktsar and Bhatinda districts during first week of September, 2007 revealed that though the infestation of mealy bug was noted in all the surveyed areas, the intensity of damage was negligible in many spots. In severely infested plants, the size of the bolls was also reduced and was found covered with sooty mould.  The mealy bug damage could be effectively managed with 5-6 sprays costing approximately Rs. 1500 / acre. Among different insecticides, profenophos 50 %EC (@ 1250 ml / ha) was reported to be highly effective against the pest. Though the pest has been managed by the insecticides, it can pose a threat to cotton cultivation in the future as cotton plants continue to have very low population of mealy bug, which is enough to be carried over to the next crop season through other hosts such as Parthenium.

Mild to moderate damage of Spodoptera litura (locally called as “it sit ki sundi”)

Was noted in many of the fields surveyed, but moderate to high larval population (2-15 larvae / 5 plants) was recorded at a few places. The infestation of S. litura was there since mid August in almost all cotton growing areas of Punjab. The farmers also mentioned that the spray of emamectin benzoate 5 % SG (@250 g / ha) or novaluron 10 % EC (@625 ml / ha) was found effective against S. litura. 

A survey was conducted in Haryana by State Agriculture Department and CCS HAU Hisar in August, 2007 and it was observed that 115 villages in Dabwali, Odhan and Sirsa blocks of Sirsa district, 7-8 villages in Fatehabad and Hisar districts each were found affected by mealy bug. Four thousand and eight hundred hectares of crop in Sirsa district was affected due to this pest. In Odhan block, 0.9-1.2 %, in Badaguda block 0.9% and in other blocks 0.1-0.9% plants were found to be affected by mealy bug. Farmers have used 2-3 or in some cases up to four spays of insecticides (acephate 75 % WSP @ 2000 g / ha; profenophos 50 % EC @ 1250 ml / ha; monocrtophos  36 % SL  + DDVP  50 % EC (@ 625 ml + 375 ml / ha); thiodicarb 75 % WP @ 625 g / ha) for the management of this pest with good results and the pest is under control. Farmers are doing spot application of insecticides, wherever the problem exists. 

During this season in Rajasthan till date the problem of mealy bug is limited to patches only. Major area is unaffected. 
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