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INTRODUCTION 

The onion maggot, Hylemya antiqua (Meigen), is the 
most important insect pest of onions in Canada and in the 
northeastern and northcentral United States. This pest first 
reached North America from Europe in 1841, and since 
that time it has frequently devastated onion crops. It is par-
ticularly severe in New York where crops can be destroyed 
completely if no steps are taken to protect them. The insect 
can develop resistance to insecticides very quickly; many 
compounds recommended in the past had to be aban-
doned because they ceased to be effective against the 
pest. Also, there is evidence that the onion maggot is begin-
ning to develop low but significant levels of resistance to 
several of the currently used insecticides. The insect's 
ability to develop resistance to insecticides threatens the 
production of onions grown commercially in New York and 
other states. Since very few new compounds are becoming 
available, there is an urgent need to use every possible 
practice that might help to alleviate the problem and to 
develop alternative control measures which can be in-
tegrated with the still effective chemicals. 

LIFE HISTORY 

The onion maggot is a pest only of crops in the onion 
family (Alliaceae); its hosts include onions (the most 
preferred crop), bunching onions, garlic, leek, shallots, and 
chives. Onions grown from sets and transplants, as well as 
from seed, are attacked. There is very little evidence to 
suggest that the pest is capable of maintaining high pop-
ulations on the wild relatives of onions which may be 
pre-l.sent in some areas. 

Adults.—The adults are flies which are somewhat 
smaller than houseflies but closely resemble them in 
general appearance (Fig. 1). They are greyish-black in 
color; they have brown stripes on the thorax, dark triangular 
marks on the abdomen, and are approximately 6 mm (1/4in.) 
long. Three distinct broods, which may overlap slightly in 
some years, occur during the New York growing season 
(Fig. 2), but the appearance of the fly peaks is influenced by 
the weather. Flies which emerge in the spring are usually 
the most damaging, partly because of their high numbers 
and also because the plants are more vulnerable to attack 
during the seedling stage. Flies live for 2-4 weeks in the 
field and are capable of migrating several miles in search of 
onion crops. A week to 10 days after emergence and 
following mating, the female flies lay their eggs on the 
young leaves or necks of the onion plant or in the soil near 
the plants. If enough food is. available, each female is 
capable of laying several hundred eggs. There is much 
speculation concerning the adult's source of food. 
Although flies have been observed feeding on wild flowers 
in hedgerows, banks, and ditches, it is believed that many 
flies obtain their sugars and proteins from other as yet un-
identified sources near the crop. 

Eggs.—The eggs (Fig. 1) are white, elongated, and 
about 1.25 mm (1/25 in.) in length. The outer casing is 
ridged, has a faint hexagonal pattern, and there is a shallow 
depression down one side extending for about a third of the 
length. In the field, hatching usually occurs in 2-3 days. 

Maggots.—The legless larvae or maggots (Fig. 1) which 
grow to a length of 8 mm (1/3 in.) are tapered and 
creamy-white in color. They usually enter at the base of 
the onion plant and commence feeding on the tissues 
using their hooked mouth parts. Typical maggot damage 
to young 
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DAMAGE TO CROPS 

The first sign of onion maggot injury is the wilting of 
foliage. The whole plant becomes flaccid and then 
collapses. This damage is particularly noticeable when the 
plants are seedlings (Fig. 4), the maggots frequently 
destroying groups of plants which leads to a patchy crop. 
Larger onions survive the attack but distorted growth ac-
companied by rotting of the tissues makes them un-
marketable. Although the worst damage is usually noticed 
in the spring, considerable losses of bulbs at harvest have 
been reported in several states because of maggot feeding 
during September and October (Fig. 5). In addition to the 
direct damage resulting from maggot feeding, this insect is 
important because it can introduce and spread certain 
fungal and bacterial rots to onions. 

CONTROL MEASURES 

Insecticides.—Effective control of onion maggot at pre-
sent relies entirely on the proper application of insecticides. 



 


