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The elusive Dongara weevil
damaging canola crops in WA'’s
Mid-West

At a glance

e Recently described as a new pest weevil species of
unknown origin, the ‘Dongara weevil’ has been named
Otiorhymirus dongara and represents a new genus of
broad-nosed weevil.

e The tiny flightless weevil chews on newly emerged
canola seedlings and appears to have a high tolerance for
insecticides.

e Dongara weevils were detected at eight out of twenty
sites in the Dongara/Mingenew region during 2023 surveys.
e High clay content soils appear to be more favourable
than sandy soils.

e Pitfall trapping has shown that adult weevils are present
and active throughout the season regardless of the crop.

A new weevil of unknown origin, found in the Dongara and Mingenew area, has been
named Otiorhymirus dongara and represents a new genus of broad-nosed weevil in the
Curculionidae (weevil) family (Figure 1). The new weevil, dubbed the ‘Dongara weevil’, has
been causing extensive crop damage to some isolated canola crops in the Dongara and
Mingenew areas for over 10 years. Until recently, the weevil was scientifically unidentified,
and little was known about this pest.
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Figure 2. Dongara weevil specimen collected from the Dongara region, top view and front
of head. Images: Pia Scanlon, DPIRD. (©2024 DPIRD)
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A collaborative project between the Department of Primary Industries and Regional
Development (DPIRD), Murdoch University and Mingenew-Irwin Group (MIG), and with
investment from the Grains Research and Development Corporation (GRDC), is
investigating the weevil species to gain better understanding of the pest’s distribution,
hosts, and environmental preferences to develop management strategies for canola
growers in the Mid-West region.

As part of the project, a taxonomic description of the Dongara weevil was prepared by
DPIRD entomologist Andras Szito from adult specimens collected between 2013 and
2023. Molecular sequencing was initially conducted by DPIRD Research Scientist Ben
Congdon and subsequently carried out by Dr Aniruddha Agnihotri and Dr Wei Xu at
Murdoch University. This confirmed the weevil as a new species. At this point, the origin of
the weevil is unknown. It's possible that the pest weevil may represent a species that is
exotic to Australia and not known as a pest in its place of origin, or an Australian native
species with unusual features that has suddenly switched from its normal host plants to
feed on cultivated crops.

The Dongara weevil distinguishes itself from other prevalent canola damaging weevils,
such as the desiantha weevil, by its smaller size and darker colour. However, they are
similar in that they are active at night and shelter under clods or in deep cracks within the
soil during the day.

DPIRD researchers, along with their MIG collaborators, have been conducting a series of
surveys within a 50km radius of known occurrences of the weevil using pitfall traps and
opportunistic sampling in paddocks. The survey results found the weevils trapped at 3
sites in the Dongara/lrwin region and 5 sites in the Mingenew region throughout the 2023
growing season (Figure 3). One canola crop east of Mingenew experienced more than
90% seedling loss attributed to weevils even after post-emergent sprays of bifenthrin and
alphacypermethrin were applied.

Soil at all positive sites had a high percentage of clay ranging from 36.4-53.8% and were
classified as either self-mulching cracking clay, calcareous loamy earth, or grey non-
cracking clay according to soil groups of WA.
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Figure 3. Surveillance sites in the Dongara and Mingenew regions. Red dots indicate
Dongara weevil positive sites, and blue shading indicates areas with high clay content.
Image: DPIRD. (©2024 DPIRD)

Further surveillance is planned for 2024 to further our understanding of this new species
and its habits. This will provide greater insight into which growers are likely to be affected
and which crop types are vulnerable.

For more information on the Dongara weevil refer to PestFacts WA newsletters Issue 8, 30
June 2023 or Issue 21, 10 November 2023.
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Meet Crop Protection team leader - Helen Spafford

The Grains Crop Protection team has a new manager. Dr Helen Spafford is originally from
Adelaide but moved to the USA when she was 14. Helen has a PhD in Biology (from Utah
State University) and over 20 years of experience as an applied entomologist, working in
broadacre and horticulture crops in temperate and sub-tropical environments.

Prior to joining DPIRD in December 2019, Helen was an Associate Professor at the
University of Hawaii Manoa and The University of Western Australia. Helen has
experience researching pest management in a variety of commodities and has studied
insect biology and behaviour, biological, chemical, and cultural control. Her most recent
projects have been investigating management approaches for fall armyworm, American
serpentine leafminer, and cluster caterpillar. She is currently also an Adjunct Associate
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Professor at the University of Western Australia in the Institute of Agriculture and co-
advising a PhD student at the University of Queensland.

While working for DPIRD, Helen has led the Insect and Disease Management team in
Horticulture and Irrigated Agriculture and lived in Kununurra. She then led the newly
established Preparedness and Response team in Plant Biosecurity where she was initially
based in Perth and assisted on several incidents. Her new role as lead of the Grains Crop
Protection Team began in September 2023 and she is based in the Bunbury office.

Helen and her husband live in Busselton where they enjoy spending time at the
beach. When Helen isn’t busy with some home renovation project, she tries to work on
her novel and befriending the family cat who doesn’t seem to like her much.

Important Disclaimer

The Chief Executive Officer of the Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development
and the State of Western Australia accept no liability whatsoever by reason of negligence or
otherwise arising from the use or release of this information or any part of it.
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