
 

 Native to Mexico, and imported into South Africa from Queensland, Australia, where it was 

previously introduced, the beetle Zygogramma bicolorata Pallister (Coleoptera: Chrysomeli-

dae) feeds on the leaves of the invasive alien plant Parthenium hysterophorus (parthenium, 

famine or Demoina weed, or Umbulalazwe). After  rigorous research by ARC-PPRI demon-

strated that were was no significant risk to indigenous and economically important flora, Z. 

bicolorata was released in August 2013 in South Africa, following on from earlier releases of 

the rust fungus Puccinia xanthii var. parthenii-hysterophorae and the stem-boring weevil 

Listronotus setosipennis. Mass-rearing and releases of the beetle, particularly in KwaZulu-

Natal and Mpumalanga provinces where parthenium is extensive, are continuing and the 

attached distribution map of the insect will be updated accordingly. The beetle was also 

provided to Ethiopia and Tanzania, and has been released there. 

 

DESCRIPTION 

Zygogramma bicolorata may be commonly referred to as the parthenium leaf-feeding bee-

tle. Adult beetles have black heads, elongated round bodies, and cream-coloured backs 

with longitudinal black stripes (i). Elongated eggs, ranging from yellow to orange in colour, 

are laid singly or in small clusters on leaf surfaces, flower heads or buds, or stem surfaces 

(ii). Newly hatched larvae are yellow in colour, but turn a creamy white during development 

(iii).  

 

LIFE CYCLE 

The life cycle (egg to adult) of Z. bicolorata is 22 days at a constant temperature of 27.2 °C. 

Upon hatching from eggs, neonate larvae undergo four instars until maturity, within about 8 

to 11 days. Thereafter, mature larvae  burrow  into the soil to pupate. The pupal stage lasts 

for a further nearly 9 days (at 27.2 °C), before the adults emerge from the soil. Adults can 

survive for several months to years, depending on factors such as environmental conditions 

and predation. 

 

FEEDING DAMAGE AND IMPACT ON PARTHENIUM WEED 

Both the adults and larvae of Z. bicolorata feed on leaves of P. hysterophorus. They are 

prolific defoliators (v), with the capacity to deplete all leaf material of a stand of parthenium. 

Such reduction in above-ground biomass, i.e. photosynthetic area of parthenium, limits the 

plant’s growth and reproduction. Hence, the beetle will assist to ultimately reduce the inva-

sive ability of the weed. 
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