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Leucothrips furcatus (Thysanoptera Thripidae):
a new pest of Sechium edule (Cucurbitaceae) in Brazil
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Abstract
In this contribution, we report damage caused by Leucothrips furcatus Hood to Sechium edule (Jacq.) Swartz (chayote) in the
states of São Paulo and Minas Gerais, Brazil. Apart from cotton, this is the second report of damage caused to crop plants and also
the first record of the species in the country. Individuals (larvae and adults) of L. furcatus feed on plant tissue and cause chlorosis
on the leaves and scarification on the fruits, which become deformed and bleached from whitish to silvery. Details on the species’
morphology are provided in order to aid its identification.
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Introduction
Chayote, Sechium edule (Jacq.) Swartz (Cucurbitaceae),
is one of the ten most consumed vegetables in Brazil,
which is the largest producer of this crop in the world.
The recommended cultivation system in the country is
conducive to increasing the populations of chayote pests
and diseases, due to the presence of orchards of different ages in neighbouring areas and low rotation with
other crops (Melo et al., 2014). These pests (mainly
mites, thrips, aphids, caterpillars and beetles) occur on
different parts and stages of development of the plant,
especially on leaves, branches and fruits (Saade, 1996).
However, studies on their identification are sparse.
Although with a variety of habits, the members of the
Thysanoptera are best known for their economic importance for several crops, which involves direct damage to
plant tissues and/or transmission of phytopathogens, especially tospoviruses (Lewis, 1997; Rotenberg et al.,
2015). Usually, thrips cause chlorosis of leaves and
flowers or malformation of fruits due to feeding or oviposition on the leaf tissue.
Only about 2% of the approximately 6,000 thrips species described (ThripsWiki, 2017) are recorded as pests.
Most of these belong to the family Thripidae, especially
the subfamilies Thripinae and Panchaetothripinae
(Moritz et al., 2004). The other two subfamilies of
Thripidae, Sericothripinae and Dendrothripinae, have
fewer pest representatives. In Dendrothripinae, species
such as Pesudodendrothrips mori (Niwa) and Pesudodendrothrips darci (Girault) are recorded as damaging
Morus spp. and Ficus spp., respectively, while some
species of Leucothrips are pests of ferns and vegetables
(Mound, 1999).
Leucothrips furcatus Hood (Thysanoptera Thripidae),
native to the Neotropics, was originally described from
Guadeloupe on Erythrina sp. This leaf-feeding species
is recorded in several Central and South American
countries, although these records require further evaluation (Mound and Marullo, 1996). The species has also

been recorded as a pest of cotton (Bournier, 2002).
In this contribution, we report L. furcatus as a pest of
another crop (chayote) in Brazil, and comment on the
biology and taxonomy of the species.
Materials and methods
Thrips specimens (adults and larvae) were surveyed in
chayote orchards in 2015 and 2016 in Amparo, State of
São Paulo, and in April 2017 in Pedralva, State of Minas Gerais, Brazil. Voucher specimens were collected
directly from leaves with the aid of fine-bristle brushes,
stored in vials with 100% ethanol solution, slidemounted following the method suggested by Mound and
Marullo (1996), and deposited in the Coleção de
História Natural da Universidade Federal do Piauí,
Floriano, State of Piauí, Brazil (CHNUFPI) and in the
Entomological Collection of the Escola Superior de Agricultura “Luiz de Queiroz”, Universidade de São Paulo,
Piracicaba, State of São Paulo, Brazil (ESALQ).
Results and discussion
L. furcatus has been observed in São Paulo fields since
the year 2009, but its identification has been confirmed
only with material from 2015 on. In hot and dry periods,
weather conditions favorable for the development of
large populations (figure 1), individuals of the species
feed on plant tissue and cause chlorosis in the leaves
and scarification on the fruits (figures 2, 3), which become deformed and whitish to silver-coloured. Due to
their small size (less than 1 mm) and ability to hide on
the lower side of leaves, controlling thrips by conventional chemical means is difficult. Franklinothrips
vespiformis (Crawford) (Thysanoptera Aeolothripidae)
(figure 4) is a predator of thrips that has been frequently
found in association with L. furcatus. Further biological
studies involving the two species to test the viability of

Figures 1-9. 1. Numerous individuals of L. furcatus on the underside of S. edule (chayote) leaves; 2. Damage to exocarp; 3. Injuries (chlorotic punctations) on chayote leaf; 4. F. vespiformis adult female; 5. L. furcatus adult female;
6. L. furcatus adult female in microscope slide (Canada balsam); 7. Antenna; 8. Head and pronotum; 9. Forewing.
(In colour at www.bulletinofinsectology.org)
biocontrol should be carried out in order to determine
the feasibility of the use of this predator in crop areas.
Because minutely detailed observations are required
for a correct identification in Leucothrips, microscopic
preparations of both cleared and uncleared fresh material were conducted. The traditional view (Hood, 1931)
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is that L. furcatus is very similar to Leucothrips theobromae (Priesner), from which it is distinguished basically by the absence of red pigmentation on the anterior
margin of the head next to the antennae insertion. While
L. theobromae is associated with leaves of cacao, Theobroma cacao L. (Malvaceae), (Mound and Marullo,

1996), L. furcatus is thought to be associated with more
plant species, although this requires further investigation. An alternative view raised by Skarlinsky et al.
(2017) is that the so-called L. furcatus may include a
species complex with taxa that are either polyphagous
or host-specific for S. edule. No differences between
adults from Brazil and Costa Rica were found in the
present study. Therefore, the name L. furcatus is applied
here as well. Larvae collected during this survey are
similar to those found for S. edule in Costa Rica by
Skarlinsky et al. (2017).
Within the genus, two other species are also known to
cause damage to cultivated plants. Leucothrips piercei
(Morgan) breeds and oviposits on sweet pepper, Capsicum annuum L. (Solanaceae), and causes brown spiral
injuries on the leaves (Zamar et al., 2014). Leucothrips
nigripennis Reuter is a minor pest of ferns (Mound,
1999). As L. furcatus was already known to be a pest of
cotton (Bournier, 2002), chayote is now the second crop
with records of damage caused by this thrips.
Morphological traits
Body colour white (figures 5, 6). Antennae 7segmented; antennal segment II globose; forked sense
cones on antennal segments III-IV (figure 7). Head with
no or very weak lines of sculpture; anterior margin near
base of antennae without red pigment; ocellar triangle
red in unwashed specimens; ocellar setae I absent (figure 8). Pronotum with striate sculpturing; median apodeme well developed; four pairs of well-developed setae
on posterior margin (figure 8). Metanotum with longitudinal sculpturing; median setae ahead of anterior margin; endofurca well developed and lyre-shaped. Forewing first vein with several lacunae and incomplete row
of setae, two setae distally (figure 9). Abdominal tergites with median pair of setae long and close together
(distance between their bases about twice the size of
their insertion); tergite VIII with complete posteromarginal comb.
Material examined
Brazil.
São
Paulo:
Amparo
(22°44'00.6"S
46°44'15.4"W), on fruits and leaves of Sechium edule L.
(Chayote), 25.iv.2015, 22♀ 7 Larvae II; 21.xi.2016,
17♀. Minas Gerais: Pedralva (22°15'55"S 45°24'37"W),
same host, 7.iv.2017, 19♀ 8 Larvae II (Souza Filho
M.F., Lima E.F.B., cols.) (CHNUFPI and ESALQ).
Conclusion
L. furcatus is recorded as a pest of chayote, on which it
causes leaf chlorosis and fruit scarification. This is the
first record of this thrips species in Brazil.
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