
The Battle Inside the Maize Stalk 

In the vast maize fields of Kenya — stretching across lowland tropics, dry mid-altitudes, and 

moist highlands — farmers have long depended on one crop for food, income, and survival. 

But hidden inside the green stalks, an enemy was at work. 

The pest was a small moth called Chilo partellus. Though unremarkable in appearance, its 

caterpillars burrowed deep into maize stems, feeding from within and weakening the plant until 

harvests shrank dramatically. In some regions, farmers lost as much as 73% of their yield — 

nearly three-quarters of their food and income. 

For smallholder families, such losses meant more than empty granaries. They meant hardship. 

 

A Scientific Gamble 

In 1991, scientists at the International Centre of Insect Physiology and Ecology (ICIPE) began 

searching for a sustainable solution. Chemical pesticides were expensive and often inaccessible to 

subsistence farmers. The answer, they believed, lay in nature itself. 

They turned to biological control — introducing a natural enemy of the stem borer. 

In 1993, along the Kenyan coast, researchers released a tiny parasitic wasp known as Cotesia 

flavipes. This wasp has a remarkable life strategy: it lays its eggs inside the stem borer larvae. As 

the wasp larvae develop, they stop the pest before it can cause further damage to the maize plant. 

The hope was simple — restore balance to the ecosystem. 

 

Watching Nature Work 

The results did not appear overnight. Between 1995 and 2004, researchers carefully monitored 

the fields. They measured how many stem borers were parasitized. They counted pest 

populations. They spoke with 300 farmers about their harvests and livelihoods. 

Year by year, something encouraging unfolded. 

Parasitism steadily increased, reaching 20% by 2004. Stem borer populations declined by 

33.7%. Nearly half of the yield losses (47.3%) once caused by the pest were prevented. 

The wasp had established itself. It spread beyond the coast into other regions, quietly working 

within the maize stalks. 



 

More Than Just Numbers 

Economists later calculated the broader impact. Over 20 years, the biological control program 

was projected to generate US $183 million in economic benefits for the region.  

Behind that number are thousands of smallholder families — with fuller harvests, steadier 

incomes, and greater food security. 

All because of a wasp no larger than a fingernail. 

 

It is not only in Kenya 

That is only in Kenya. the parasitoid was also released and became permanently established in 

ninec ountries in East and Southern Africa. 

Still, this chapter remains one of quiet success. 

 


