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In Michigan, mid- to late-season defoliation of soybean by beetles (bean leaf beetle and Japanese
beetle) is common , but generally does not result in yield loss. Less common is widespread
defoliation by caterpillars. Caterpillars are present every year, but are often too few to be noticed.

As a general guideline, 20-25% defoliation is used as a threshold, since defoliation on the top of
the soybean canopy lets light in that can be utilized by lower leaves that were being shaded. The
threshold does not mean that there are a couple of badly defoliated plants on an edge and only the
top leaves are eaten (as sometimes happens with Japanese beetle) . Instead, it takes into
consideration the whole field or a large area in a field. It also takes in consideration total defoliation
from all insects present in the field. Despite the research behind this threshold, some feel this
threshold is too high. But even if the threshold is cut to 5% or 10%, this level of defoliation is rare in
Michigan. However, below is a picture of exceptional defoliation taken just a few days ago.

Treatment

If an application is made in mid to late season for defoliators, do not use a product that will flare
spider mites. Spider mites typically show up in mid season under hot conditions. Insecticides
sprayed later in the season can kill mite predators and release the population from biological
control.

A severely defoliated
area of a soybean field,
July 2010. This was
determined to be
webworm. (S. Gower)



Potential culprits for soybean defoliation

Bean leaf beetle

BLB adults chew
round holes in
leaves. BLB feeding
is usually not a
problem, but the 2nd
generation adults
may chew pods later
in the season.

Japanese beetle

Adults chew between leaf veins,
skeletonizing the tissue. Beetles prefer
to mate and feed on the upper leaves
in the sun. Feeding on the top of
individual plants can be ugly, but is
usually patchy and not economic.
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Green cloverworm Soybean looper
Clemson University - USDA Cooperative Extension Slide Series, Bugwood.org

Loopers and cloverworms are both green with white stripes. However, cloverworms have 4 pairs of
prolegs, while loopers only have 3 pairs. Both are common, but rarely a problem in the north
except under unusual outbreak conditions



