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	Title: They're Back! Western Grapeleaf Skeletonizers
	Author: by Jeanne Rose, UC Master Gardener
	Page 1: Recently while trimming leaves and suckers from the canopies of my grapevines I noticed indications that a pest from the distant past had returned to my backyard - the Western Grapeleaf Skeletonizer (Harrisina brillians).Several years ago skeletonizers were quite prevalent and wreaked havoc in commercial vineyards in this area. Many of the wild grapevines were completely barren of leaves, except for the veins which the skeletonizers had left behind. One year during this skeletonizer invasion period I had a major infestation in my own yard. The adult moths were easy to spot in flight. The following year the infestation was much less, and since then I saw none until my recent discovery.A few days ago I noticed a little bit of frass (excrement) and slightly chewed margins on a couple of grapeleaves, so I started looking for some type of worm. It hadn't dawned on me to look for skeletonizers. I began turning leaves to look at their undersides, when I discovered the attractive purple, yellow, and black banded worms. I was quite surprised to find that, indeed, they had returned - only a few - but they were already almost fully grown, about one-half inch long.Here in the Central Valley skeletonizers produce three generations per year. Adults of the first generation emerge from hibernating pupae from early spring to June. The metallic bluish or greenish moths fly during the day. The body is about six-tenths of an inch long and the wingspan is one to one-and-a-third inches. The eggs are pale yellow or whitish and are laid in large clusters on the undersides of grape leaves. There are 5 instar larva stages. After hatching, the larvae line up and feed side by side, which is an impressive sight to see. The first two stages are cream colored, the third stage is brownish, and the fourth and fifth stages are yellow with two purple and several blackish bands. They are really quite pretty in the last two stages. They sport noticeable tufts of long black poisonous spines which sting and produce welts, usually occurring on our hands. During the last stage the larvae are a little over one-half inch long. When they are mature they crawl under loose bark or into ground litter and spin a dirty, whitish cocoon.
	Page 2: Young larvae (1st through 3rd instars) feed en masse on the lower leaf surface leaving the veins and upper leaf surface intact, which causes whitish paper-like spots on the leaves. Eventually the entire leaf turns brown. The older larvae (4th and 5th instars) completely skeletonize the leaves, leaving only the larger veins behind. During a major infestation, vines can be entirely defoliated; then the skeletonizer larvae will start feeding on grape clusters, which can result in bunch rot, sunburn and a decrease in the quality of the fruit.Skeletonizer moths are not long-distance fliers, which has helped slow the spread of this pest in California. It first appeared here in the 1940s. Also, a naturally occurring granulosis virus which causes disease in the worms, usually keeps populations below levels sufficient to cause economic damage. The virus is transmitted from one generation to the next by disease-carrying adults that survive a low degree of infection in the larval stage. If the granulosis virus is not present the amount of leaf damage will increase with each generation, so monitoring for this pest is important. Western grapeleaf skeletonizer is easily controlled with home garden insecticides that are effective on other caterpillars, leafhoppers, or thrips. I used carbaryl (Sevin) on my earlier heavy infestation several years ago, which proved very effective. Since only a few were discovered this time and I'm not very squeamish, they were quickly dispatched by picking and mashing. Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) is a very safe product to use but it is only effective against young larvae, providing fairly good control without being harmful to natural enemies. A second treatment application will be needed to catch any larvae that hatched later. Two insect parasites attack western grapeleaf skeletonizer larvae. Thousands of these natural enemies have been released in the San Joaquin Valley over the years. One is a tiny wasp and the other is a small fly with bright red eyes. Undoubtedly these critters have been helping to keep the skeletonizer in check over the years. If you have grapes in your back yard, keep a watchful eye for the western grapeleaf skeletonizer this summer. If you don't, they are liable to eat your grape leaves to the bone.
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