
1 International Tropical Fruits Network (TFNet) – www.itfnet.org 
 

ATLAS MOTH CAN BE VERY DESTRUCTIVE TO SOME FRUIT CROPS  

Atlas moth (Attacus atlas) is a large saturniid moth found in the tropical and subtropical 
forests of India and Southeast Asia, and common across the Malay Archipelago (see map 
shaded black). They are very common in Malaysia, especially in November-January, 
although they are found throughout the year. It is the largest moth in the world in terms of 
total wing surface area (400 ) and wingspan from 25-30 cm (female moth) 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attacus_atlas).  

 

Atlas moths are predominantly tawny to maroon in colour with roughly triangular, 
diaphanous "eyes" on both forewing and hindwing, bordered in black. The purpose of 
these dramatic, gossamer portals is not clear, but they are thought to play a role in 
predator avoidance. Patterns and coloration vary among the many described 
subspecies.Their bodies are hairy and disproportionately small compared to their wings. 
Neither sex possesses fully-formed mouthparts and therefore do not feed; they survive 
entirely throughout their 1-2 week adult life on larval fat reserves built up while they are 
caterpillars.  

 Male Attacus sp. Moth 
 

Female Attacus sp. Moth 
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Male Atlas moths are distinguished from females by their smaller size, more tapered 
wings, and larger, bushier antennae. Both male and female Atlas moths are unsteady 
fliers and the sexually passive females do not stray far from the location of their 
discarded chrysalis. Female moth seeks a perch where the air currents will best carry her 
powerful pheromones released through a gland at the end of her abdomen.  

In the communication system of moths, the female is usually the sender of the signal, 
emitting chemical compounds (pheromones) that are sensed and behaviorally answered 
by the males. The male moths possess a pheromone-binding protein (PBP) and general 
odorant-binding proteins (GOBPs), as well as a pheromone-degrading sensillar esterase 
and aldehyde oxidase enzymes (Rosario Maida and Jürgen Ziesmann. 2001). They are 
naturally attracted to these pheromones and track down the females several kilometres 
downwind with the help of chemoreceptors located on their large feathery antennae. 

The adults quickly mate and die shortly thereafter. Once mated, the female lays a number 
of spherical eggs 2.5 mm in diameter on the undersides of leaves. They hatch into lively 
caterpillars within 8-14 days depending on the surrounding temperature. The caterpillars 
are bluish green adorned with fleshy spines along their backs covered with a fine waxy 
white powder.  

 Attacus atlas eggs 
 
Attacus sp. caterpillar on soursop branch 

They feed voraciously on the foliage of certain fruit-plants which include the soursop 
(Annona muricata L.), cinnamon (Cinnamomum verum), lime (Citrus aurantifolia), 
pomelo (Citrus maxima), rambutan (Nephellium lappaceum) and guava (Psidium 
guajava), citrus (Citrus sp.) and other evergreen trees. They feed on the leaves in great 
number and cause serious damage to these fruit trees. In certain areas, the trees are 
completely defoliated and their growths and production are badly affected. 
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 Attacus atlas. caterpillars feeding on soursop (left) and guava (right) leaves 

Source: Tropical fruit - Diseases and Pests - Malaysia, I. Ithnin Badri, II. Mohd 
Shamsudin Osman. III. Mohamed Mohd Salleh (ISBN 978-967-936-519-1) 

After reaching a length of about 115 millimetres, the caterpillars pupate within papery 
cocoon (10 cm in length) interwoven into desiccated leaves. The adult moths emerge 
after about four weeks. Each life cycle takes about 39-47 days to complete.  

 

  

 

   
  

 
Attacus atlas pupa on soursop (left) and guava (center) trees  

Newly hatched 
adult moth 

Source: Tropical fruit - Diseases and Pests - Malaysia, I. Ithnin Badri, II. Mohd Shamsudin Osman. III. 
Mohamed Mohd Salleh (ISBN 978-967-936-519-1) 

Fruit trees attacked by Attacus atlas caterpillars are usually sprayed with malathion (e.g: 
Malaxion 84 EC @ 10 ml/4.5 liters of water), λ-cyhalothrin (e.g: Karate @ 5-10 ml/10 
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liters of water), α-cypermethrin (e.g: Fastac 10 EC @ 10 ml/10 liters of water) at 
intervals of 7-10 days which give effective control against this insect pest. If using a bio-
control, the attacked trees are sprayed with a solution of Bacillus thuringiensis (e.g: 
Bactospeine WP @ 15 g/4.5 liter of water or Dipel @ 3-17 g/10 liters of water) and 
repeat spray after 7days giving a very effective control against Attacus sp. Otherwise, as a 
cheap and easy mean of control, the larvae and pupa are collected and destroyed 
manually.  
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