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CINNABAR MOTHS TEACH IMPORTANT LESSON
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The cinnabar moth, Tyria jacobaeae (Linnaeus) has contributed to the effective biological control of ragwort,
Senecio jacobaea L. in Oregon USA but has failed to establish in Australia despite repeated introductions since
1930. However, this insect has played a vital role in ragwort management in Victoria through use in a community
education program. From 1995 to 1998, integrated weed management was introduced into the curriculum of a
total of 28 schools throughout ragwort infested areas of southern Victoria, Australia. Students ranging from grade
1 through to Year 12 (ages 6 to 18) reared the cinnabar moth in the classroom for a 2 month period each year. Their
projects ended in early December with the release at local ragwort infestations of the mature larvae and pupae they
had reared.

The cinnabar moth is a very suitable organism for such an exercise. The adult is a large, docile, attractively
coloured insect. The larvae are strikingly patterned in black and orange, feed openly on the leaves and flowers and
are easy to rear. The Ragwort Schools Program provided this practical exercise as the basis around which students
could be taught about the integrated management of weeds and the role of biological control. Teachers were
encouraged to utilise the opportunity to provide a general introduction to insect biology and ecology. Each school
was provided with the equipment needed - a rearing cage, a bank of fluorescent lights, timer switch, potted
ragwort plants (one containing moth eggs) and pupae ready to emerge. Staff of the Ragwort Project from the Keith
Turnbull Research Institute gave a talk to each class on weed management, cinnabar moth rearing and techniques
for maintaining a healthy culture. The release sites were carefully selected taking into consideration the need for
cinnabar moth pupae to have relatively dry pupation sites during winter. Regional schools combined their cater-
pillars by releasing them at the same release site on the same day. This provided the opportunity for students to
meet each other and compare rearing efforts. Over the three year period, students released nearly 20,000 insects,
proving that such programs can also contribute significantly to the release of biological control agents. Students
passed on the knowledge gained from the Program to their parents and friends and many parents became actively
involved by building additional cages and participating in releases. The involvement of the schools generated
considerable publicity for the ragwort biological control program. More importantly, it led to the development of
a community-based approach to weed management, which is critical to making weed control more effective.




