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ABSTRACT

Illex paraguariensis (St. Hil.), commonly known as yerba mate, is a native plant to
South America and cultivated in Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay. In Argentina, yerba
mate is produced and cultivated throughout the province of Misiones and northeastern
Corrientes. Yerba mate is a major crop in this region, providing raw material for beverages
and active compounds for the pharmaceutical industry. Yerba mate crops are attacked by
different phytophagous insects that can cause significant damage. This study reports the
first confirmed record of Spintherophyta aurichalcea (Germar, 1824) as a phytophagous
insect damaging commercial Ilex paraguariensis plantations in Misiones and Corrientes
provinces, Argentina.
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RESUMEN

Illex paraguariensis (St. Hil.), cominmente conocida como yerba mate, es una planta
originaria de Sudameérica y se cultiva en Argentina, Brasil y Paraguay. En Argentina la
yerba mate se produce y cultiva en toda la provincia de Misiones y nordeste de la provincia
de Corrientes. La yerba mate es un cultivo importante en esta region, proporcionando
materia para bebidas y compuestos activos para la industria farmacéutica. Los cultivos
de yerba mate son atacados por distintos insectos fit6fagos que pueden ocasionar dafios
significativos. Este estudio reporta el primer registro confirmado de Spintherophyta
aurichalcea (Germar, 1824) como insecto fit6fago que dafia plantaciones comerciales de
Ilex paraguariensis en las provincias de Misiones y Corrientes, Argentina.
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INTRODUCTION

Yerba mate (llex paraguariensis St. Hil.) is a South American native crop,
primarily cultivated in Brazil, Paraguay, and Argentina. Within Argentina, its production is
concentrated across the entire province of Misiones and northeastern Corrientes, where it
represents one of the region’s most significant agricultural activities (2, 6). According to data
from the Instituto Nacional de la Yerba Mate (INYM), in April 2025, 25,050,144 kg of yerba
mate were distributed to the domestic market, and 3,482,132 kg were exported. Notably,
the amount leaving the mills is considered a reliable indicator of product performance on
store shelves (13).

Yerba mate provides raw material for beverages and bioactive compounds for the
pharmaceutical industry (5, 11). Infusions of leaves are widely consumed as mate or
chimarrdo (hot) and tereré (cold) in Argentina (11), southern Brazil, Paraguay, and
Uruguay. In addition to these traditional uses, yerba mate has recently been processed into
beer, moisturizing creams, sweets, and other non-traditional products, contributing to its
growing global popularity (29).

The expansion of yerba mate monocultures has promoted the growth of phytophagous
insect populations while reducing natural enemies. As a result, some insects have shifted
from occasional visitors to economically significant pests (5, 10). lede and Machado (1989)
reported 86 insect species feeding on different parts of the yerba mate plant. However,
only a few are considered pests, since most occur at low population levels and cause no
economic damage. According to these authors, six species are currently recognized as
pests: Hedypathes betulinus (Klug, 1825), Isomerida picticollis (Bates, 1881) (Coleoptera:
Cerambycidae), Gyropsylla spegazziniana (Lizer, 1919) (Hemiptera: Aphalaridae),
Thelosia camina (Schaus, 1896) (Lepidoptera: Apatelodidae), Hylesia nigricans
(Berg, 1875) (Lepidoptera: Saturniidae), and Ceroplastes grandis (Hempel, 1900)
(Hemiptera: Coccidae) (10, 12).

The family Chrysomelidae is among the five largest Coleoptera families and ranks second
among phytophagous beetles (20). Their diversity, global distribution, and feeding habits
confer significant ecological and economic importance (4).

The genus Spintherophyta Dejean, 1836 (= Chrysodina Baly, according to Monrds &
Bechyné, 1956), within the subfamily Eumolpinae, is widely distributed in Central and South
America (24), with some species present in North America (21). About 100 species have
been described (23), but information on host plants is limited (25). Species of Chrysodina
[sic] have been reported as apple tree defoliators in Brazil (22), while in Argentina
Spintherophyta spp. have been recorded as floral visitors of sunflower (Helianthus annuus)
(27, 28).

The objective of this study was to report the presence and identification of a
Chrysomelidae species damaging commercial llex paraguariensis crops in Argentina.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Entomofaunal monitoring was conducted in commercial yerba mate plantations at
14 sites in Misiones Province and four sites in Corrientes Province (figure 1). A small beetle
species was observed from September to May during the 2021/2022 and 2022/2023
growing seasons.
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Figure 1. Sampling sites across the yerba mate cultivation area in Argentina.
Figura 1. Ubicacion de los sitios de muestreo en la zona de cultivo de yerba mate en Argentina.

Adult specimens were manually collected, placed in plastic bags, and transported to the
laboratory of the Montecarlo Agricultural Experimental Station of the National Institute of
Agricultural Technology (INTA - EEA Montecarlo). Specimens were sent to the Miguel Lillo
Foundation (FML) for taxonomic identification. Due to limited literature on this genus, the
specialist compared the material with reference collections originally identified by Monrds
(1951) and with the original species description by Germar (1824). All specimens were pinned
and deposited in the beetle collections of the Miguel Lillo Fundation (San Miguel de Tucuman,
Tucuman, Argentina) and INTA - EEA Montecarlo (Montecarlo, Misiones, Argentina).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Small beetles were collected during the sampling seasons at the 18 monitored sites in
Misiones and Corrientes Provinces (figure 1). These insects caused visible damage to both
young and mature yerba mate plants. The beetles were first observed feeding on tender
shoots, gnawing the epidermis of apical buds. As the leaves developed, necrotic lesions
appeared, resulting in characteristic damage to shoots and leaves, including necrotic and
perforated areas (figure 2, page XXX).
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Figure 2. Damage caused by Spintherophyta aurichalcea (Germar, 1824) to yerba mate plants.

Figura 2. Dafios causados por Spintherophyta aurichalcea (Germar, 1824) a las plantas de
yerba mate.

The subfamily Eumolpinae, within the family Chrysomelidae, known as leaf beetles,
comprises 12 tribes, nearly 500 genera, and approximately 7,000 species worldwide
(1, 14, 24). These beetles occur on all continents except Antarctica, with a predominance in
tropical and subtropical regions (14, 26). Species identification and description within many
genus of Eumolpinae remain challenging (19). The considerable diversity of this group is
reflected in persistent difficulties in its taxonomic classification, which several authors have
described as chaotic and disorganized (8, 9, 18).

Currently, S. aurichalcea is classified within the genus Spintherophyta Dejean, 1836. It
has also been referred to as [= Chrysodina aurichalcea ab. pseudofulgurans] Bechyné, 1949:
476; Bechyné, 1953: 128. Another species of this genus, S. semiaurata (Klug, 1829), has been
reported in Argentinain the provinces of Cérdoba, Misiones, Entre Rios, and Buenos Aires (3).
Adults of this species have been reported feeding on hibiscus flowers (Hibiscus curtifolia L.),
peach (Prunus persica L.), Citrus sp., blueberries and Prosopis sp. In Brazil, S. semiaurata
has also been reported feeding on I paraguariensis, Prosopis sp., strawberry flowers
(Fragaria x ananassa), citrus (C. sinensis, C. limon, C. reticulata, C. nobilis), persimmon
(Diospyros kaki), apple (Malus domestica), peach (Prunus persica), nectarine (Prunus persica
var nucipersica), and pear (Pyrus communis) (12, 15, 30, 31).

Given the limited knowledge surrounding Spintherophyta bioecology, further research
into its life cycle, natural enemies, and economic impact on yerba mate crops is essential to
determine if pest control measures are necessary.
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All specimens were identified as Spintherophyta aurichalcea (Germar, 1824)
(Coleoptera: Chrysomelidae: Eumolpinae) (figure 3). This is the first report of S. aurichalcea
causing direct damage to both nursery seedlings and mature commercial plantations of
Ilex paraguariensis in Argentina, and, according to the available literature, the species has
not previously been recorded affecting any other major crop in the country. Therefore,
developing a quantitative assessment of the symptoms and damage caused by S. aurichalcea
would be highly valuable for yerba mate cultivation, as demonstrated in recent work on the
soybean black weevil, Rhyssomatus subtilis Fiedler (Coleoptera: Curculionidae) (17).
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Figure 3. Habitus of a Spintherophyta aurichalcea Adult.

Figura 3. Habito de un Spintherophyta aurichalcea adulto.

CONCLUSIONS

This study provides the first record of Spintherophyta aurichalcea (Germar, 1824)
(Coleoptera: Chrysomelidae: Eumolpinae) damaging commercial Ilex paraguariensis
crops in Argentina. The beetle was found feeding on both young shoots and mature leaves,
causing necrotic and perforated areas that may compromise plant growth. Given the scarce
knowledge of the bioecology of this genus, further studies are required to assess its life
cycle, population dynamics, natural enemies, and potential economic impact on yerba
mate production. These findings provide essential information, which results crucial for
developing future monitoring and integrated pest management strategies.
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