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Uresiphita reversalis (Guenée, 1854), also known as the
“genista caterpillar” (Leen 1997), belongs to the small ge-
nus Uresiphita, of the subfamily Pyraustinae (Crambidae)
(Munroe 1976). Uresiphita reversalis is the only species of
the genus known to occur in North America with a latitudi-
nal distribution that includes Nova Scotia (Canada), parts of
the United States and some areas of Mexico (Leen 1992). At
a worldwide level, species of the genus Uresiphita cover a
wide distribution, including such regions as New Zealand
(Mulvay 1978), Australia, southern Europe, Hawaii (Conant
1975) and other Pacific Islands, the Middle East and China
(Leen 1997).

In terms of its biology, U. reversalis has been described
as having a multivoltine life cycle, with a number of annual
generations (Leen 1995). Multivoltinisim has been recorded
particularly in coastal areas of the United States (Carrel 2001),
where U. reversalis can be found pupating and occasionally
in its adult stage even during winter. Records from Califor-
nia and Florida, for instance, indicate that adults can be col-
lected throughout the entire year (Leen 1995).

Calia secundiflora (Ortega) Yakovlev, known as the
“mescal bean”, belongs to the family Fabaceae and has been
widely studied from a phytochemical point of view due to
its toxicity and medicinal properties (Garcia-Mateos et al.
2007). The main chemical components described for C.
secundiflora have been cytisine and others derived from
quinolizidine alkaloids (Hatfield et al. 1977). Cases of in-
toxication have been seldom reported for humans, but cases
of intoxication of bovine cattle, goats and horses have been

commonly reported (Aguilar & Zolla 1982). Its distribu-
tion in the American continent occurs from southwestern
United States (Hattfield et al. 1977) to the mountains of
Oaxaca and Puebla, in southern Mexico (Garcia et al. 1994).
In this last locality, C. secundiflora is relatively abundant
and easy to find in canyons and hills of arid and semiarid
areas. Within the Mexican territory, C. secundiflora can also
be found in Nuevo León, Coahuila, Sonora, Chihuahua,
Tamaulipas, San Luis Potosí, Veracruz, Querétaro, Hidalgo
and Tehuacán valley in Puebla (Aguilar & Zolla 1982). In
the states of Hidalgo and Puebla, C. secundiflora occurs in
association with Juniperus flaccida Schltdl. (weeping juni-
per, “enebro”) and Pinus cembroides Zucc. (Mexican pin-
yon, “pino piñonero”), and it is normally called “colorín”,
“patol”, “pitol”, “coca”, “chocolón”, “frijolillo” and/or
“frijolito” (Martínez 1979).

In California, U. reversalis is a heavy defoliator of the
introduced species Genista monspessulana (L.) L.A.S.
Johnson (French broom) and of the genus Cytisus (Mastro
1993). Other species in Uresiphita, e.g., U. maorialis (Felder
& Rogenhofer, 1875), are also known to be heavy defolia-
tors of quinolizidine bearing plants of the genera Sophora
(Conant 1975; Leen 1997) and Lupinus (Molloy et al. 1991),
occurring in high densities on their host plants (Mulvay 1978;
Mundaca 2011). In southern areas of the United States U.
reversalis has been reported as a pest of plants of C.
secundiflora, causing severe defoliation in infected individu-
als. In such cases, control measures have included the use of
Bacillus thuringiensis Berliner, 1915 and insecticides such
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as Sevin® or diazinon (Crosswhite & Randall 1985). In
Mexico, however, the extent of the damage provoked by U.
reversalis on C. secundiflora has not been assessed.

The aim of this short communication is to contribute to
the knowledge of the life cycle of U. reversalis living on C.
secundiflora, to assess the damage provoked by the moth on
C. secundiflora and to expand our knowledge of its geographi-
cal distribution.

Sampling was carried out between December 2008 and
September 2009 in two sites where C. secundiflora plants natu-
rally occurred. Both places where located in the state of Hidalgo
and were sampled 10 times on a monthly basis. The first sam-
pling site was located at the locality of Cardonal. Plants of
Calia secundiflora occurred in a patch by the main road be-
tween Comunidad del Vithe and el Cardonalito (20°38’39"N
– 99°07’13" W; 2189 meters above the sea level). The second
sampling site was located 700 m from the Zotola town of
Metztitlán. The site was located within the boundaries of the
Biosphere Reserve of “Barranca de Metztitlán” (20°33’15" N
– 98°50’22" W; 1885 meters above the sea level).

Both sites comprised a vegetation type resulting from sec-
ondary regeneration, with wide open vegetation free spaces
and evidence of intensive goat grazing. Some of the main plant
species occurring with C. secundiflora were Stenocereus
dumortieri (Scheidw.) Buxb. (“órgano cimarrón”), Agave
xylonacantha Salm-Dyck (“maguey”) and Prosopis laevigata
(Humb. & Bonpl. ex Willd.) M.C. Johnst (“mesquite”). Twenty-
four trees of C. secundiflora were randomly selected in both
sampling sites. Larvae of U. reversalis were sampled by shak-
ing a branch of the plant twenty times. Samples were collected
into a modified pyramidal beating sheet made using a heavy-
duty piece of cloth stretched across two diagonal pieces of
wood joined at the centre to a collecting jar (Fig. 1). The trap
design was originally developed by the arachnologist Dr. Pierre
Paquin and collaborators to collect spiders from trees and
shrubs foliage and has remained unpublished so far.

Coincidently with the reports made by Leen (1995), it
was possible to observe the occurrence of larvae through the
entire winter in both sampling areas. Larvae abundances re-
corded on the sampling sites were relatively low through the
ten months of this study. We recorded the highest abundances
in April 2009 in Metztitlán and in May 2009 in Cardonal
(Fig. 2).

Eggs collected on C. secundiflora leaves (Fig. 3) were
kept in the laboratory to be reared under ambient tempera-
ture, humidity and normal day-night photoperiod conditions.
The eggs hatched between 5 to 6 days after being collected.
Eggs were shiny, yellowish, arranged in a way that resembled
fish scales and grouped in clusters of variable numbers on
the abaxial surface of the leaf as described by Leen (1995).
Upon eclosion, the larval stage of U. reversalis lasted ap-
proximately one month under the previously described con-
ditions. We also observed the occurrence of five instars as
described in the literature (Leen 1995). In laboratory condi-
tions, 1rd instar larvae reached 3rd instar within 16.5 (± 1.5)
days, reaching an average length of 15 mm. Larvae then,

reached instars 4th – 5th within the following 11 (± 1) days,
reaching an average length of 35 mm previous to pupation.

We recorded larvae in the field feeding during the day on
fresh leaves, buds and young pods of the host plant (Figs. 4–
5). Feeding activity of the larvae is easy to identify in the
field, as defoliated branches and nearby leaves and pods ap-
pear covered by silk threads produced by the larvae. Pupa-
tion occurred away from the main host plant. The larva leaves
the main host plant and nets a silk-made cocoon before initi-
ating the pupation (Fig. 6). Pupae completed their develop-

Fig. 1. Pyramidal beating sheet and dimension details. Trap model cre-
ated and developed by Dr. Pierre Paquin and collaborators (unpublished).

Fig. 2. Accumulated abundances of Uresiphita reversalis larvae recorded
in each sampling location, from 24 trees per site, on a monthly basis for
10 months.



307Observations on the biology and distribution of Uresiphita reversalis

Revista Brasileira de Entomologia 58(3): 305–308, September 2014

ment into adults within 20 (± 5) days in laboratory condi-
tions. Emerged adults exhibited a whitish to pale grey ven-
tral area (Fig. 7), with dark brown coloured forewings (Fig.
8), Adults survived 10 (± 4) days after emerging in our rear-
ing cages. We recorded oviposition within 3.5 (± 0.5) days
after the emergence of adult females. The overall develop-
ment from egg to adult of U. reversalis took 56 (± 7) days
under laboratory conditions.

So far, consumption of leaves/leaflets has been the main
damage described for U. reversalis on its host plant. Our
observations showed that larvae feed also on parts of the plant
other than leaflets, such as pods and buds. Although larvae
abundances observed on C. secundiflora were relatively low,
they seem to relate to the phenology of the plant and climatic
fluctuations, with higher abundances recorded in warmer
summer months.

Moreover, previous records described U. reversalis to be
present only in northern Mexico (Munroe 1976; Allyson
1981). The presence of U. reversalis in the state of Hidalgo,
however, represents the southernmost record of this species
so far. As the presence of U. reversalis in Hidalgo is coinci-
dent with the distribution of C. secundiflora, we consider it
necessary to carry out further surveys in states such as Puebla,
where the host plant C. secundiflora and other potential host
plants are known to occur, but the moth has not been re-
corded yet.

Although larvae of U. reversalis were observed on trees of
C. secundiflora, the extent of the defoliation was, in general,
low. Our observations indicate that in the studied areas, the
presence of U. reversalis on C. secundiflora does not always
result in heavy defoliation of the host plant as previously re-
ported by Crosswhite & Randall (1985) in the United States.

Figs. 3–8. Life cycle stages of Uresiphita reversalis observed in Hidalgo, Mexico. 3, Egg cluster on the abaxial area of a leaf of Calia secundiflora. 4,
Early and 5, last larval instars feeding on C. secundiflora pods. 6, Pupa surrounded by a silk made cocoon. 7, Ventral and 8, dorsal view of the adult.
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