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Abstract 
The aim of the present study was to determine the association and dynamic of small 

white (Pieris rapae L.) on five different white cabbage (Brassica oleracea var. capitata f. alba) 
cultivars. The experiment showed that butterflies preferred medium cultivar ‛Krautkaiser’ as the 
site for oviposition; 35.8% of eggs and caterpillars counted during the observation period were 
gathered from this plant. The next choice was late-maturing cultivar ‛Lennox’ by 21.6%. In 
comparison with the previous cabbage variants, the butterfly selected the medium cultivar 
‛Krautman’ (13.9%) and early cultivar ‛Parel’ (12.3%) as the site for oviposition considerably 
less.  
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Introduction 
Small white (Pieris rapae L.) is an important pest on cruciferous crops in 

Estonia, where it can produce two generations per year. The caterpillars of the first 
generation feed on cruciferous weeds and the generation of second on cultured plants.  

A single female can lay 300−400 eggs, however, the number of eggs may also 
be as large as 1,000. Each young larva occupies an outer leaf of cabbage for feeding. 
Older larvae move onto inner cabbage leaves and cabbage head, eating outer leaves of 
the cabbage head and gnawing passages into it. In the case of cauliflower, inflorescences 
are destroyed. Apart from direct destruction, areas between leaves and inflorescences are 
soiled with excrements and as a result rotten easily.  

It is generally known that various plant characteristics influence host plant 
selection in herbivorous insects, but plant chemistry can be especially important. For 
example, secondary plant metabolites are used by several insects for recognition of their 
host plants /Radcliffe, Chapman, 1966; Chew, 1988; Städler, 1992/. The typical pattern 
of host location among adult Lepidoptera is the use of plant odours for longer-range 
detection and evaluation of potential host plants, followed by contact chemoreception for 
selection of oviposition sites /Schoonhoven et al., 1998/.  

The choice of egg-laying sites is also influenced by several other factors. The 
hypothesis that adult females prefer to oviposit on the plant species which had served as 
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their larval food plant is known as the Hopkins host selection principle /Szentesi, Jermy, 
1990/. 

Host plants of small white include different cruciferous like: cabbage (Brassica 
oleracea var. capitata), turnip (B. napus var. napobrassica), cauliflower (B. oleracea 
var. botrytis), rape (B. napus ssp. oleifera), and horseradish (Armoracia rusticana). 
Butterfly lays eggs on plants from other families as well. A precondition is that those 
plants, like cruciferous plants, must contain glucosinolates. The glucosinolates have been 
documented as feeding stimulants, attractants, or oviposition cues for many insects 
/Städler, 1992; Hern et al., 1996/. 

The content of glucosinolates in different plant species is greatly varying. For 
example, in some plant species it makes up to 1% of dry weight /Rosa et al., 1997/, and 
seeds of some plants may contain as much as 10% of glucosinolates /Josefsson, 1970/. 
Distribution of glucosinolates differs in different parts of plants. Younger plants and/or 
parts of plants have generally higher glucosinolate content than older ones.  

Smelling sense of insects is very specific, and, in the case of choice between 
different cruciferous species and varieties, it appears that insects have firm preferences. 
To identify these preferences, much research has been carried out. By isolating ovipo-
sition sites where odour /Hillyer, Thorsteinson, 1969/, or shape and colour /Alonso-
Pimentel et al., 1998/ served as the stimulus, the influence of those stimuli to oviposition 
activity has been studied. Oviposition activity is also influenced by the quality of the 
host plant as well as the planting of insect- repellent plants around host plants.  

The aim of the present work was to study the effects of cabbage cultivars on the 
oviposition activity of small white, Pieris rapae.  

Materials and Methods 
The experiments were carried out in the experimental garden of the Estonian 

University of Life Sciences. In the experimental field there were five white cabbage 
(Brassica oleracea var.capitata f.alba) cultivars. The sample cultivars included one early 
cultivar – ‛Parel’, two medium cultivars – ‛Krautman’ and ‛Krautkaiser’, and two late-
maturing cultivars – ‛Lennox’ and ‛Turquoise’. The experiment included three replica-
tions, the size of the experimental plot was 2 x 2 m², and each plot had 9 plants. 
Observations lasted from 18 July to 5 September. Once a week all eggs and caterpillars 
in all experimental cabbage plots were counted and removed from plants to avoid 
repeated counting.  

Data were presented as mean ± standard error. Statistical comparisons were 
performed with repeated-measures ANOVA by Tukey test. All means were considered 
significantly different at the P<0.05 level. 

Results and Discussion 
The experiments showed that butterflies preferred white cabbage cultivar 

‛Krautkaiser’ as the site for oviposition; 35.8% of eggs and young caterpillars counted 
during the observation period were gathered from this variant. The next choice of the 
butterfly was ‛Lennox’ by 22.6%. In comparison with the previous cabbage cultivars, the 
butterfly selected considerably less ‛Turquoise’ (15.4%), ‛Krautman’ (13.9%) and 
‛Parel’ (12.3%) as the site for oviposition. 
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A statistical analysis (ANOVA) of the results indicated that, compared with 
cultivars ‛Krautman’ and ‛Parel’ the number of small white was reliably larger on 
‛Krautkaiser’ (p<0.05) (Figure 1) during the whole period of the experiments. Both on 
‛Parel’ and ‛Krautman’ variants the oviposition activity of small white was low during 
the whole period of experiments, and a comparison of these variants showed no 
statistical reliability.  
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Figure 1. Mean number of individuals of small white (Pieris rapae L.) on different 
cabbage cultivars. Means followed by the same letter are not significantly different 
(P<0.05) 
 

The dynamics of the number of Pieris rapae larvae. During the first observation 
(18.07), the highest number of larvae was found on early cultivar ‛Parel’ (Figure 2). 
Only few larvae were found on ‛Lennox’, ‛Krautman’ and ‛Krautkaiser’, on ‛Turquoise’ 
variant there were no larvae on the plants. There were statistically significant differences 
in the mean number of these variants compared with ‛Parel’ (P = 0.023). During the 
second observation (25.07), the highest number of larvae was found on medium cultivar 
‛Krautkaiser’ and, less on the other cabbage cultivars. A comparison of the variants 
showed that ‛Krautkaiser’ had statistically reliably (df = 4, F = 3.27, P<0.05) more 
larvae than the other variants. The third observation (01.08) revealed again most of 
larvae on ‛Krautkaiser’, less on ‛Turquoise’, ‛Krautman’ and ‛Lennox’, but ‛Parel’ had 
only few larvae. A comparison of the variants showed that cabbage cultivar ‛Krautkaiser’ 
had statistically reliably (df = 4, F = 2.46, P<0.05) more larvae than on other variants. 
The fourth observation (09.08) revealed the bigger number of larvae on ‛Krautkaiser’, 
‛Turquoise’ and ‛Lennox’ variants, less was found on ‛Parel’ and ‛Krautman’. However, 
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the difference in the numbers of larvae on different cabbage cultivars was not 
statistically reliable (df = 4, F = 2.68, P  0.09). During the fifth (15.08) observation the 
highest number of larvae was found on late-maturing cultivar ‛Turquoise’ and, less on 
other variants. The comparison of the variants showed that ‛Turquoise’ had statistically 
reliably (df = 4, F = 3.27, P<0.05) more larvae than the other variants. At the sixth 
(22.08) observation, few larvae were found on all test variants. During the seventh 
(29.08) and eighth (05.09) observation no larvae were found, and the experiment was 
finished. 
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Figure 2. Dynamics of Pieris rapae caterpillars on different cabbage cultivars 

 
Small white is a cosmopolitan butterfly species that accepts for the development 

of its offspring only plant species producing glucosinolates. Most of such plants belong 
to the cruciferous family. Small white ranks host plants by their suitability. For example, 
the first to be selected are varieties and cultivars of cabbage, the second are worm-seed 
mustard (Erysimum) and wallflower (Cheiranthus). There are receptors on the tarsi of 
female individuals of small white /Städler et al., 1995/, mediating information on the 
chemical content of leaf surface /Van Loon et al., 1992/. Therefore, prior to oviposition, 
the female evaluates a potential host plant by drumming the leaf surface with her 
foretarsi, being able to differentiate not only between different plant species and varieties 
but the age of leaves /Ives, 1978/. Since our experiment involved different cabbage 
cultivars, small white was able to detect and prefer different cultivars, but also detect the 
specific age of leaves. Leaves of middle age were chosen as oviposition substratum in 
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our experiment. At the beginning of our observation small white preferred early cabbage 
cultivar ‛Parel’, later this cultivar was not favoured probably by age of outer leaves. 
Later, middle cultivar ‛Krautkaiser’ was preferred, and at the end of the experiment the 
late-maturing cultivar ‛Turquoise’ was favoured. Therefore oviposition preference di-
rectly depended on plant age. 

Adults of small white cover large distances in search of oviposition sites, 
although their flight is rather slow. The oviposition tactics of small white is such that in 
the case of scarcity of plants a butterfly lays only one egg and continues its flight in 
search of a new plant, and if there are plenty of plants suitable for oviposition it stays in 
the same area for a long time /Hiiesaar et al., 2002/. Eggs of the butterfly contain a 
deterrent pheromone preventing other butterflies from laying eggs on the same leaf 
/Hern et al., 1996/ Thereby an optimum amount of eggs on one plant is ensured. On the 
basis of the results obtained with ‛Krautkaiser’ and ‛Parel’, it can be concluded that there 
was repeated egg-laying of Pieris rapae females on ‛Krautkaiser’ variant as larvae were 
found within a long period of time. On ‛Parel’ eggs were laid only during short period. 

In choosing sites for oviposition insects are influenced by signals of plants, 
whereas odour is the first signal. For species feeding on cabbages the existence of 
glucosinolates plays the key role /Chew, 1988/. The content of glucosinolates in 
different plant species is greatly varying. Distribution of glucosinolates differs even in 
different parts of plants /Josefsson, 1970; Rosa et al., 1997/. Younger plants and parts of 
plants have generally higher glucosinolate content than older ones /Louda, Rodman, 
1983; Masiunas, Eastman, 1999/ and probably this might be one of the reasons why 
small white moves from early cultivar to medium and then to late maturing cultivar.  

Conclusions  
The Pieris rapae butterflies preferred white cabbage cultivar ‛Krautkaiser’ as 

the site for oviposition. The egg laying activity was high during the whole experimental 
period in this variant. The next choice was late-maturing cultivar ‛Lennox’. In com-
parison with the previous cabbage variants, the butterfly selected the medium cultivar 
‛Krautman’ and early cultivar ‛Parel’ as the site for oviposition considerably less. 

 

Acknowledgements  
This research was carried out with the support of the grant No. 7130 and 6722 of 

the Estonian Science Foundation.  
 

Received 2008-06-06 
Accepted 2008-08-20 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 93

REFERENCES 
1. A lo n s o - P i me n t e l  H., K o r e r  J. B., N u f io , P a p a j  D. R. Role of colour and 

shape in host-enhanced oogenesis in the walnut fly, Rhagoletis juglandis // Physiological 
Entomology. – 1998, vol. 23, p. 97–104 

2. Ch e w  F. S. Searching for defensive chemistry in the Cruciferae, or, do glucosinolates 
always control interactions of Cruciferae with their potential herbivores and symbionts? No! // 
Chemical Mediation of Coevolution / ed. K. C. Spencer. – San Diego: Academic Press, 1988, 
p. 81−112 

3. H a u g h n  G. W., D a v in  L., G ib l i n  M., U n d e r h i l l  E. W. Biochemical genetics of 
plant secondary metabolites in Arabidopsis thaliana // Plant Physiology. – 1991, vol. 97, p. 217–226 

4. H e r n  A., E d w a r d s - J o n e s  G., M c k i n l a y  R. G. A review of the pre-oviposition 
behaviour of the small cabbage white butterfly, Pieris rapae (Lepidoptera: Pieridae) // Annals of 
Applied Biology. – 1996, vol. 128, p. 349–371 

5. H i i e s a a r  K., K u u s ik  A., L a u k  Ü. et al. Ristõieliste kultuuride kahjurid. Eesti 
Põllumajandusülikool, Taimekaitse Instituut. – Tartu, 2002. – 102 p.  

6. H i l l y e r  R. J., T h o r s t e in s o n  A. J. The influence of the host plant or males ovarian 
development or oviposition in the diamondback moth Plutella maculipennis (Curt.) // Canadian 
Journal of Zoology. – 1969, vol. 47, p. 805–816 

7. I v e s  P. M. How discriminating are cabbage butterflies? // Austaralian Journal of 
Ecology. – 1978, vol. 3, p. 261–276 

8. J o s e f s s o n  E. Pattern, content, and biosynthesis of glucosinolates in some cultivated 
cruciferae // Swedish Seed Association. – Svalöf, 1970. – 124 p. 

9. L o u d a  S. M., Ro d ma n  J. E. Ecological pattern in the glycosinolate content of 
native mustard, Cardamine cordifolia, in the Rocky Mountains // Journal of Chemical Ecology. – 
1983, vol. 9, p. 397–421 

10. M a s iu n a s  J., E a s t m a n  C. Glycosonolates in brassicas as biological control 
agents // Midwest Biological Control News. – 1999, vol. VI, No. 4 

11. R a d c l i f f e  E. B., Ch a p ma n  R. K. Varietal resistance to insect attack in various 
cruciferous crops // Journal of Economic-Entomology. – 1966, vol. 59, p. 120–125  

12. Ro s a  E. A. S., H e a n e y  R. K., F e n w i c k  G. R., P o r t a s  C. A. M. Glucosinolates 
in crop plants // Horticultural Reviews. – 1997, vol. 19, p. 99–215 

13. S c h o o n h o v e n  L. M., J e r my  T., v a n  L o o n  J. J. A. Insect-plant biology from 
physiology to evolution // Chapman & Hall. – London, 1998.  

14. S t ä d l e r  E. Behaviour responses of insects to plant secondary compounds // 
Herbivores: Their Interactions with Secondary Plant Metabolites: Evolutionary and Ecological 
Processes / eds. G. A. Rosenthal, M. R. Berenbaum. – San Diego: Academic Press, 1992, vol. II, 
p. 45−88 

15. S t ä d l e r  E., Re n w i c k  J. A. A., R a d k e  C. D., S a c h d e v - G u p t a  K. Tarsal 
contact chemoreceptor response to glucosinolates and cardenolides mediating oviposition in 
Pieris rapae // Physiological Entomology. – 1995, vol. 20, p. 175–187 

16. S z e n t e s i  A., J e r my  T. The role of experience in host plant choice by 
phytophagous insects // Insect-Plant Interactions / ed. A. A. Bernays. – Boca Raton: CRC Press, 
1990, vol. II. – 3974 p. 

17. V a n  L o o n  J. J. A., B l a a k me e r  A., G r e ip in k  F. C. et al. Leaf surface com-
pound from Brassica oleracea (Cruciferae) induces ovoposition by Pieris brassicae (Lepi-
doptera: Peridae) // Chemoecology. – 1992, vol. 3, p. 39–44 


