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Other common names: Small false wireworm 
 

Summary:  
 
False wireworms (or mealworms) are common, soil-inhabiting pests of newly sown winter and 
summer crops that can become a sporadic pest in Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria. The 
grey false (or small) wireworm is one of a few groups of false wireworms found in Australia. Larvae 
are brown or black and grow to about 10 mm long with two prominent upturned spines on the end 
of the last segment. They are a pest of canola, in particular when germination is slowed by 
continued dry weather. Carabid beetle predators, trash removal techniques, insecticide seed 
treatments and use of press wheels at sowing may all reduce false wireworm populations. 
 

Occurrence:   
 
Grey false wireworms (sometimes called the small false wireworm) are native to Australia and have 
been recorded in Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia. They are widespread 
but only occur as a sporadic pest. They are commonly found in cracking clays or grey clay soils.  
 

Grey false wireworms are commonly found in cracking clays or grey clay soils and can become a 
pest of canola, in particular when germination is slowed due to continued dry weather. 

 

Description:   
 
Larvae are shiny brown - black on top with paler under-surface. They have elongated and cylindrical 
bodies that are somewhat flattened towards the head. They have two prominent upturned spines 
on the end of the last body segment. Fully grown larvae only reach 10-12 mm in length and 
approximately 1.5 mm in width. When larvae are disturbed they lay motionless for a few seconds 
and then move around rapidly; their shiny reflective bodies becoming more evident in the sun. Adult 
beetles are brown or dark brown and grow to approximately 8 mm long. NB. This species was 
previously known as Isoperon punctatissimus. 
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Grey false wireworm larva (Source: cesar) 

 

 
 

General characteristics/description of false wireworms (Source: Bellati et al. 2012) 

 

 
Distinguishing characteristics/description of the larval and adult forms of the grey false wireworm (Source: 

Bellati et al. 2012) 



 

Lifecycle: 
 
Grey false wireworms usually complete only one generation per year, with soil temperature and 
moisture being the limiting factors.  

Adults emerge from the soil in December and January, shelter under organic material and in soil, and 
lay eggs in or just below the soil surface among crop litter. Hence, larvae are most commonly found 
in stubble-retained paddocks. Eggs hatch 7-14 days later. Larvae are found in loose clusters within 
the top 10-20 mm of moist soil and feed on soil organic matter. Larvae develop over autumn, winter 
and spring, and when fully grown, burrow deeper where they pupate. Adults emerge in late spring 
or early summer.  

 
Lifecycle, critical monitoring and management periods for the grey false wireworm (Source: cesar) 

 

Behaviour: 
  
Larvae of most false wireworm species prefer to feed on decaying stubble and soil organic matter. 
When the soil is reasonably moist, the larvae are likely to aggregate in the top 10-20 mm where 
plant litter is amassed. However, when the soil dries, the larvae move down through the soil profile, 
remaining in or close to the subsoil moisture, and occasionally venturing back to the soil surface to 
feed. Feeding often occurs at night when the soil surface becomes dampened by dew. 

Nothing is known of the conditions that trigger false wireworms to switch from feeding on organic 
matter to feeding on plants. Significant damage is likely to be associated with soils that remain dry 
for extensive periods of time. Larvae are likely to stop feeding on organic matter when it dries out, 
and feed on the crop plants when they provide the most accessible source of moisture. 
 

Similar to:   
 
Larvae are very similar to the bronzed field beetle (8-10 mm) and may also be confused with true 
wireworms (flattened tail segment) or the eastern false wireworm (20-50 mm with no tail spines). 
Adults may also look slightly similar to carabid beetles.  



 

Distinguishing the grey false wireworm from related species (Source: Victorian Government (DEDJETR) 

Crops attacked: 
   
Canola, particularly on fine textured soils.  
 

Damage:   
   
Grey false wireworm larvae attack germinating seed and emerging seedlings. They chew hypocotyls, 
ring bark stems at ground level and sever plant roots, which can eventually cause seedling death. 
Damage appears as large bare patches and patchy seedling emergence. Re-sowing of severely 
damaged crops may be required. The injury to the seedlings makes them susceptible to dehydration 
and disease infection. Feeding damage is often most severe when germination is slowed by 
continued dry weather. 
   

Monitoring:  
  
Grey false wireworms often recur within the same area of a paddock from year to year. Paddocks 
that will be sown to canola should be monitored from late autumn onwards. Check under stubble 
prior to sowing or use pitfall traps. Monitoring should continue soon after canola is sown by digging 
an area approximately 30 x 30 cm and counting the number of larvae in the top 20 mm of soil. 
Repeat this process 10 times across the paddock to get a representative sample. Germinating seed 
baits are also an effective option to assess the presence and of grey false wireworms. 
 

Economic thresholds:   

Canola: 

 VIC: 50 larvae per m2 (Dunn & Miles 2000)  

 NSW: 35-50 larvae per m2 (Berlandier & Baker 2007) 



 
Winter cereals: 

 VIC: 100 larvae per m2 (Dunn & Miles 2008) 

 NSW: >50 larvae per m2 (Berlandier & Baker 2007) 
 

Management options: 
 
Biological: 
Carabid beetles are known predators of soil-dwelling insects including grey false wireworm larvae. 
However, they are usually not present in high enough numbers to effectively control large pest 
populations. Additional natural enemies include spiders, native earwigs and other predatory beetles. 
Fungal diseases caused by Metarhizium anisopliae and Beauveria bassiana can attack false 
wireworm populations but their effectiveness in the field is not fully understood (Allsopp 1980). 
 
Cultural: 
Stubble retention and minimum tillage are thought to contribute to the build-up of grey false 
wireworm populations. Removal of trash is an effective management strategy. Methods of stubble 
removal may include cutting, baling, grazing or burning. Clean cultivation over summer will starve 
adults and larvae by exposing them to hot dry conditions, thus preventing population increases. 

Post-sowing compaction using tyre rollers can improve seedling vigour and also reduce soil cracks, 
limiting the movement of grey false wireworm larvae. Consider sowing a pulse crop if high 
populations of false wireworms are present. Increasing the seeding rate if sowing canola into a 
paddock known to contain grey false wireworms. Suitable crop rotations may also limit increases in 
population numbers.  

Reseeding with higher seeding rates may be an option in bare areas. Using a re-sowing method that 
disturbs the soil surface, leaving larvae vulnerable to predation, is recommended. 
 

Carabid beetle predators, trash removal techniques, insecticide seed treatments and use of 
press wheels at sowing may all reduce damage by false wireworms. 

 
Chemical: 
Chlorpyrifos is registered as a foliar spray against false wireworms in certain broadacre crops in 
some states. Several insecticide seed treatments are also registered for false wireworm control in 
certain broadacre crops in some states. Most chemicals registered for false wireworm control are 
seed treatments, although these may not be consistently reliable. They probably work best when 
the seedling grows rapidly in relatively moist soils. Adults may also be controlled with insecticide 
incorporated into baits if damage occurs after sowing. Otherwise, if damage occurs after sowing, no 
treatment is available, other than re-sowing bare patches with an insecticide treatment. 
 

False wireworm can not be controlled by applying chemicals after sowing; monitoring before 
sowing is recommended 
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Disclaimer:  

The material provided in PestNotes is based on the best available information at the time of publishing. 

No person should act on the basis of the contents of this publication without first obtaining 

independent, professional advice. PestNotes may identify products by proprietary or trade names to 

help readers identify particular products. We do not endorse or recommend the products of any 

manufacturer referred to. Other products may perform as well as or better than those specifically 

referred to. cesar and PIRSA will not be liable for any loss, damage, cost or expense incurred or arising 

by reason of any person using or relying on the information in this publication. Any research with 

unregistered pesticides or products referred to in PestNotes does not constitute a recommendation for 

that particular use. 

 


