Willow Weevils in Juneau, Alaska
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What we have seen and learned about willow weevils
in Juneau.

We often see adult willow weevils crawling on the snow in March and early
April. Derek Sikes of the University of Alaska Museum of the North identified
photographs of specimens as Dorytomus. Of the 252 records of Dorytomus in
Alaska, D. leucophyllus is the only species that has been found in Juneau.

On April 11, 2021 we visited a willow area at the end
of Industrial Boulevard in Juneau (left). We shook
one of the trees and several adult weevils fell on the
snow beneath the tree. A few of these adults were
placed in a terrarium and kept indoors. Within a
few hours we observed four couples mating (above).
It appeared that the weevils were on the tree for the
purpose of mating.

After mating the female lays an egg on the catkin. We never found more than one larva inside the catkins
that were examined. This indicates the weevil may only lay one egg per catkin.

A weevil larva inside a
dissected catkin.

Catkins containing willow larvae
are usually bent. A cavity with
brown edges inside the catkin
indicates where the larva has been
feeding.

Front view of the weevil larva
showing the head.

The rear end of the larva and clumps of fecal pellets called
frass.

With the amount of frass produced as the larvae eat the
catkins we wondered if it is beneficial to the willows.

In the catkins we were following the
larvae pupated within the catkin and
adults emerged later.

Of the catkins that we monitored, the larvae pupated within the catkin and
adults emerged in early June. To understand if the weevils are overwintering as
larvae or adults, we examined the fallen catkins, leaf litter and soil below
willows that were used by weevils. So far we have not found any weevils.
Also we also examined several catkins that were still on the trees and found no
evidence of the adult weevils mating, laying eggs, or producing any more
larvae.

According to the literature some birds
have learned to target catkins with
weevil larva in them. This shows a
Bohemian Waxwing eating a willow
catkin in Juneau.

This is a Song Sparrow eating a
willow catkin in Juneau
(Photo by Doug Jones).

A Couple of Useful Reports about Willow Weevils:
From: Biological observations on Dorytomus imbecillus Faust,
1882, in West Greenland
( Coleoptera, Curculionidae)
Ame Fjellberg1 & Jens Bocher2

"By splitting catkins the pinkish curculionid larvae were found boring in the terminal part of
the stem (Fig. 2). Some larvae were also sitting freely exposed, or hidden by the wooly hairs of
the plant, feeding on the catkins from the outside."
"Pupae (Fig. 3) were found in the period July lOtl'-19'11 • Pupation takes place in the soil
and litter underneath the low bushes. An easy way to collect pupae was by upturning the thin
soil/litter/root layer where plants were growing as carpets upon rocks and boulders. The
whitish pupae were lying freely in the soil, not protected by a spun cocoon like those made
by the Otiorrhynchus spp. living in the same places. Newly hatched, not yet hardened adults
were observed from July 13'11 onwards."
"With some training attacked plants were easily spotted by the deformation of the catkins due to
larval feeding. During the next days, until July 13'11 , larvae were found in many places on Salix
arctophila, occassionally also on S. glauca (Table 1). Both male and female catkins were
attacked, but the skinny male catkins were apparently not favoured."
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Dorytomus Weevil Larvae
in Cottonwood Catkins
Dave Leatherman
"Many years ago at Crow Valley Campground near Briggsdale in Weld County, I first wondered why so many migrating

passerines, mostly Orange-crowned Warblers in late April, were frequenting the flowers of plains cottonwoods (Populus
deltoides, Fig. 1). My initial assumption was that they were primarily feeding either on the flowers themselves, as
Cedar Waxwings and House Finches sometimes feed on the petals of crabapples, or on the bees, wasps, and flies that
pollinate the flowers. Some years later, after noticing that the cottonwood catkins along the Poudre River in Fort Collins
were attracting many birds, I collected several dangling flowers. To my surprise the catkins contained the same insect,
over and over. It was a whitish beetle larva, very similar to the pine bark beetle larvae found under the bark of dying pines,
but smaller. I placed a few infested catkins in a jar in my “lab” (a.k.a. my kitchen) and waited. What emerged weeks
later were gray, long-snouted weevils in the genus Dorytomus (Fig. 2). Since then, my investigations of the known
“birdy” cottonwood sites in Colorado, including the Lamar Community College Woods and Bonny Reservoir, have
consistently produced the same result: Dorytomus larvae in the cottonwood catkins.
I propose that the catkin-infesting larvae of Dorytomus weevils are an underappreciated source of food for many bird
species in spring migration, wherever cottonwoods grow in Colorado. It is quite possible that birds also feast on
Dorytomus larvae in the catkins of aspen trees, although I have no personal experience to support this. A catkin three to

of cooked rice. I have observed warblers (Fig. 3), vireos, kinglets, orioles, Red-winged Blackbirds, House
Finches,grosbeaks, and tanagers all vigorously seeking them, but the complete list of weevil seekers
is probably much longer. In east-central England, Morris (1998) strongly suspected several bird species
(Blue, Marsh, Willow, Long-tailed, and Coal Tits) of preying on Dorytomus larvae in aspen catkins.
Worldwide, the genus Dorytomus contains about 78 species, all of them in the Palaearctic and Nearctic
except for two species in South Africa. The fossil record of this genus comes from locations as widely
separate as the Baltic Region (in amber), France, and Florissant, Colorado, all dating from the Lower
Oligocene (28-34 million years ago). O’Brien’s (1970) revision of North American Dorytomus
lists 22 species, 14 of which probably occur in Colorado. The GilletteArthropod Museum at Colorado State
University contains specimens of seven species collected in Colorado, including all four species in
the state that are known to feed on cottonwood flowers.
Life Cycle
Information on the biology of the various North American Dorytomus weevils is sparse at best. So
far as is known, all the North American species infest plants in the genus Populus (cottonwood
and aspen) or Salix (willow). Available information (Morris 1969, 1998; O’Brien 1970) indicates
that the poplar-loving species feed on both male and female flowers (catkins) during the larval
stage, and to a lesser extent on vegetative buds and new leaves as adults. The willow species have
been found in catkins, in galls made by sawflies in the genus Euura, and in galls made by certain
midges. Each species seems to be specific in the timing and exact nature of its feeding, as would
be expected when a single host plant might potentially be shared by more than one species of
weevil. In cottonwoods, both male and female catkins are apparently utilized. However, when the
life histories of the various species of Dorytomus are worked out, it may be found that different
species may prefer male or female flowers, either temporarily or continually.
Late-instar larvae are whitish, plump, segmented, legless grubs with brown head capsules. When they finish
feeding, they drop to the ground (presumably within the dead, dry catkins they fed on) and burrow into the
leaf litter and upper soil to pupate. I speculate that adults emerge in late spring or early summer, at which
time they probably engage in “maturation feeding” on young leaves and aesti- vate in the litter or other
protected locations during the hot months of summer. The adults likely become active in fall and mate. Some
eggs are laid in autumn, the adults overwinter in the litter or pro- tected locations (including sometimes
invading human abodes), re- emerge in spring, finish laying eggs, and then die (O’Brien 1970).
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Other Useful and Interesting References
https://www.naturebob.com/sites/default/files/fjellberg__a.___j._bo__cher__2006.pdf
https://www.naturebob.com/sites/default/files/Su2011_Article_DeclineInTheDiversityOfWillowT.pdf
https://www.naturebob.com/sites/default/files/CB_2011_45_2_Apr.pdf
https://www.naturebob.com/sites/default/files/1-s2.0-S0169204610000502-main.pdf

