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Discovery of  Cactoblastis cactorum in 2007 for the fourth 
consecutive year on Isla de Mona, Puerto Rico

John Bendon
IUCN/SSC Iguana Specialist Group

     
          Mona Island lies midway between Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, 
approx. 66 km from the mainland, in the Mona Passage, a notoriously 
dangerous sea having claimed the lives of  many sailors, pirates and 
their ships.
        
Economic importance

C. cactorum, native to South America, was introduced from 
Argentina into Australia in 1925 to control several North American 
and South American species of  Opuntia. In Queensland 16 million 
acres of  severely infested land were reclaimed for agriculture by the 
action of  this insect. It has also been an effective control agent of  
Opuntia spp. in other areas including Hawaii, India, and South Africa. In 
1957 it was introduced into the Caribbean, in Nevis, where the control 
of  Opuntia curassavica and other Opuntia spp. was rapid and spectacular 
(Simmonds and Bennett 1966). Eggs and larvae, or infested cladodes, 
were sent from Nevis to Montserrat and Antigua in 1962 and to Grand 
Cayman in 1970 (Bennett et al., 1985). By 1963 it had naturally spread 
from the Lesser Antilles to Puerto Rico (Garcia-Tuduri et al., 1971) and 
is now present in Haiti, Dominican Republic, and the Bahamas 
(Starmer et al., 1987).

Biology
The female lays its eggs in the form of  a chain, the first egg is 

attached to the end of  a spine or spicule and succeeding eggs (140 or 
more, ave. = 75) stacked coin-like to form an egg-stick. On eclosion, 
the larvae crawl from the egg-stick onto the cladode or pad and burrow 
into it, usually within a few centimetres of  the oviposition site. The 
larvae feed gregariously moving from cladode to cladode as the food 

supply is exhausted. During feeding the frass is pushed out of  the pad 
and forms a noticeable heap on the ground. Fully developed larvae 
usually leave the plant and spin white cocoons in the leaf  litter, in 
crevices in the bark of  nearby trees, or in similar protected niches. 
Pupation occasionally occurs in the cladode. The moth emerges and 
the cycle is repeated. The length of  the life cycle in Florida is unknown 
but probably shorter than in Queensland, Australia, where there are 
two generations per year (Dodd 1940).

       I have been going to Mona Island, Puerto Rico, for the last five 
years to study the endemic iguana Cyclura cornuta stejnegeri. Mona is host 
to a number of  endemic species of  fauna and flora including cactus. 
Of  the non-endemic cactus, Opuntia spp are present. Opuntia dillenii, 
Opuntia repens and some forms of  Consolea. In four years much 
destruction of  dillenii was observed. The perpetrator was Cactoblastis 
cactorum, the larva of  the moth introduced from Argentina. 
        The first year, 2004, I observed destruction more than infestation. 
In the lighthouse area of  Mona, a number of  large groups of  Opuntia, 
seen healthy the year before, were reduced to empty bags and dead 
needles. A report was sent to the local authorities. A few of  the larvae 
were seen on one remaining half-healthy patch of  cactus and that was 
all. That year no survey was done to my knowledge. In the year 2005, I 
decided to do a survey as far as I could, going mostly   to the south-
west coast, near beaches and a hundred meters inland. (Fig. 1). A 
survey produced but a few spots of  infestation which were cut out and 
soaked in seawater and then dumped. The year 2006, however, 
produced different results. Bad patches were found everywhere I went. 
This time, the infested ears were chopped off  with machetes, loaded 
onto a truck and put in the sea. This proved to be a bad idea as pieces 
kept coming in to the beaches further along the coast and had to be 
removed and dumped. There was too much of  it for one person to deal 
with and so some infestations were not interrupted.
         In 2007 the caterpillar was at every location looked at except for 
two small groups. The infestation was so bad that the groups had to be 
completely chopped up and disposed of. In one ear alone, over twenty 
caterpillars, fully grown, were counted. There were hundreds of  ears. 
This time holes were dug and the cactus buried. In most areas a few 
ears survived and they were strewn about to begin new growth. About 
fifty ears were relocated and if  they survive will be about one meter 
high in two years. Again there was too much to tackle for one person, 
and a team effort will be necessary if  this problem is to be expunged.
         This four-year survey has shown me just how quickly this insect 
spreads and that if  it is not checked it will become out of  control. I do 
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Fig. 1. Map of  Mona Island.
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not believe relevant authorities in each area are completely aware of  
the extent of  infestation in many places.
        A report to the IAEA , division of  nuclear techniques in food and 
agriculture, in 2005 stated this: "Mona Island has large Opuntia 
populations and is apparently free of  Cactoblastis. [The curator] will 
conduct an in-depth survey and will also confirm the absence of  the 
cactus moth."
        At this time I had already discovered the moth on Mona in that 
year and in the year before. This tells me that relevant information is 
tardy and it is possible the IAEA is still unaware of  the situation.

CONCLUSION

       The ability of  the moth to produce destructive larvae (Fig. 2), on 
Mona Island, far outpaces the rate at which the diseased cactus can be 
found and treated or destroyed. It is like a rotten apple in that once it is 
there, and undiscovered, it spreads very quickly, and the only time it is 
noticed from a distance is when the whole plant is infected, by which 
time it is too late. The amount of  eggs produced by each moth is about 
140 and, multiplied by the number of  larvae (potential moths), the 
numbers are astonishing. Eventually, if  unchecked, I believe this type 
of  cactus will disappear completely from the Caribbean. 
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Fig. 2. Damage of  C cactorum on Opuntia in Mona island.
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