
Damage symptoms
Pale cotton stainers are recognized as occasional pests of cotton 
in Australia. Economic damage is unusual because of their:
•	 Susceptibility to insecticides used for other pests;
•	 Inability to survive high temperatures (> 40°C); and,
•	 Need for free water to be present.
However in mild seasons Bollgard II crops may be a favourable 
environment for cotton stainers and they may need to be 
managed.
Pale cotton stainers are able to feed on both developing and 
mature cotton seed. Seed weight, oil content and seed viability 
all decline as a result of cotton stainer feeding. Loss of seed 
viability can be substantial and should be a consideration in 
pure seed crops.
Pale cotton stainers are able to damage bolls at any age. They 
will feed on young bolls, up to two weeks old, and severe 
attacks on these bolls can kill developing seeds leading to boll 
shedding. Damage to older bolls, from two weeks old onwards 
usually doesn’t cause shedding, but seeds will be damaged, 
reducing their growth and sometimes lint production. Hence, 
yield may also be reduced as a secondary effect of feeding. 
Tightlock can result around damaged seeds, preventing the lint 
from fluffing out as the boll opens, and damaged locks (boll 
segments) often appear yellow or stained.

Sampling

Sample what?
Sample for adults and nymphal instars of the pest as both 
stages can cause similar amounts of damage. Where adults and 
nymphs are observed feeding, monitor percentage damaged 
bolls.

Frequency
Sample at least weekly once bolls are present. 
Usually cotton becomes infested by adults that fly into fields 
around the time of first open boll, though sometimes, perhaps due 
to seasonal conditions populations can be found earlier, during boll 
maturation. Flights of up to 15 km have been recorded. Adults will 
mate soon after arrival. The expanding population of developing 
nymphs will be the cause of economic damage.
Methods
Distribution through the field and through the canopy can be 
quite patchy, as adult females lay eggs in clusters in the soil 
or sometimes in open bolls. To avoid under/over estimating 
abundance ensure sampling occurs at multiple sites spread 
throughout the field. The beat sheet is a suitable sampling 
method to monitor the bugs, but as some growth stages 
favour the lower canopy, visual searching is also a good 
complementary technique.
Bolls of varying ages should be cut open to confirm and 
monitor for signs of damage. Studies have shown pale cotton 
stainer bug cause almost no marking to the boll surface. Warty 
growths may be found on the inside of the boll wall if young 
bolls are damaged, but older bolls will not have these. To 
confirm damage bolls need to be opened and seeds cut and 
examined for browned, dried damage areas. Some time after 
damage, usually 7 or more days, the lint may begin to have a 
more yellow appearance and locks will be stuck to the boll wall 
– a good indication of pale cotton stainer feeding.
The mild, wet conditions that favour the survival of pale cotton 
stainers in cotton will also favour the occurrence of secondary 
infections by yeasts, Alternaria and bacteria in cracked bolls. 
These infections can cause tightlock and lint staining. The 
presence of pale cotton stainers when such damage occurs may 
be coincidental.

Thresholds
Action Threshold during Boll Development:
When adults and nymphs are observed in the crop and damage 
to developing bolls is detected, an action threshold of 3 pale 
cotton stainers/m is recommended. This threshold is based on 
the relationship between cotton stainer damage and the damage 
caused by other plant bugs. Studies have shown that pale cotton 
stainer bugs cause only one third as much boll damage as green 
vegetable bugs. Since the action threshold for green vegetable 
bug is 1/m, the action threshold for pale cotton stainer bug 
should be 3/m. Both nymphs (usually 3rd to 5th stage nymphs) 
and adults cause similar amounts of damage.
Action Threshold after First Open Boll:
When adults and nymphs are observed feeding in open 
bolls, the threshold must consider the potential for quality 
downgrades of the lint as well as the loss of seed weight and 
seed viability. Where staining is observed a threshold of 30% of 
bolls affected should be used to prevent a colour downgrade.

Key beneficial insects
A range of natural enemies such as Tachinids (parasitic flies) 
and predatory reduvid bugs (e.g. assassin bugs) have been 
recorded in Africa. However, they have mainly exerted pressure 
when cotton stainers have been feeding on native hosts rather 
than in cropping situations. The role of natural enemies in the 
control of developing populations of pale cotton stainers in 
Australia has not been studied.
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Pale cotton stainers
Dysdercus sidae

Pale cotton stainers

Juvenile pale cotton stainers are often found in aggregations 
low in the canopy. They will feed on developing bolls.  
(Lewis Wilson, CSIRO)

n  Key Insects and Mite Pests – sponsored by

davidl
Part CPMG




