
In 2013 Canada made the first releases of 
Hypena opulenta in North America.  In Au-
gust of 2017 the USDA approved release of 
this biological control agent in the United 
States.  The first US releases were made in 
Massachusetts and Rhode Island in 2017. 
URI is monitoring these releases and will 
work with other states and agencies to 
make additional releases. 
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Hypena opulenta moth 

A 6’ x 6’ x 6’ cage used to release 
Hypena opulenta. 
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Black and pale swallow-wort (Vincetoxicum 
nigrum/ rossicum) are two invasive species 
of climbing vine.  Vincetoxicum nigrum 
originated from the Mediterranean regions 
of France, Italy, Portugal and Spain, and V. 
rossicum originated from Ukraine and 
southeastern Russia. Both species were in-
troduced to North America as horticultural 
plants during the late 1800s.  They are both 
now widely distributed along the Atlantic 
coast of the United States and in Ontario 
and Quebec in Canada.  The plants thrive in 
forested areas, pastures, and urban areas. 
Swallow-worts pose a real threat to ecologi-
cal stability by changing soil chemistry and 
displacing native plants.  Grazing animals 
avoid eating swallow-worts due to their 
toxicity. 
 
Efforts to control these plants using conven-
tional control methods such as mowing, 
hand pulling, and applying herbicides have 

been largely unsuccessful.  This led URI re-
searchers to initiate a biological control 
program for swallow-worts. 
 

Swallow-worts are perennial vining plants 
with dark green leaves.  Vincetoxicum nigrum 
flowers are dark violet, and V. rossicum flow-
ers are a pale pink color. Swallow-wort be-
longs to the milkweed family (Apocynaceae). 
Both swallow-wort species have strong root 
systems and produce slim, light green seed-
pods, which contain seeds that are carried by 
the wind, the same method of dispersal used 
by  milkweed seeds. 
 

What are Swallow-worts? How to Identify Swallow-worts 

Hypena opulenta Life Stages 

 

Clockwise from upper left:  A) Mating H. opu-
lenta adults; B) Eggs laid by females on lower 
surface of leaves and stems; C) Caterpillar that 
feeds on leaves, stems, and pods; and D) Pupal 
stage that develops in the soil and leaf litter.  
New adults emerge from the pupae in the soil. 

V. nigrum flowers 

V. rossicum flowers 

V. nigrum seed pods 

URI Biological Control Program 

Classical biological control is the use of a 
natural enemy of an invasive species from 
the native range of the invasive species.  In 
the case of swallow-wort species, surveys in 
Europe and Ukraine for potential biological 
control agents of swallow-worts found five 
insects feeding on swallow-worts.  Experi-
ments were conducted to determine the host 
specificity of each insect for swallow-worts.  
The moth, Hypena opulenta, was determined 
to be the most likely candidate, as successful 
larval development only occurs on swallow-
worts, it has multiple generations a year, 
and the potential to cause significant larval 
impact on swallow-worts. 

Swallow-wort  at the edge of a pasture in RI.  

Monarch butterfly laying 
eggs on a swallow-wort 
plant, which jeopardizes 
the survival of the result-
ing caterpillar.  Swallow-
worts are not suitable 
hosts for Monarchs. 
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