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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

SPRING INVADERS – TUSSOCK MOTHS AND OAK LEAF ROLLERS

By Charlotte Wall, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

It’s once again time to talk about our dear friends, the springtime invaders! You know them - the little creepy crawly ones that love to feed on new leaves. Tussock Moth caterpillars usually come out sometime around the week of March 18 and oak leaf rollers at about the same time.

The first of these hungry little crawlers is the Tussock moth, belonging to the moth family, Lymantriidae. There are several species, but they all have in common the long and unique brush like tufts growing from both ends as well as a line of hairs (whitish on some, tan on others) on the back and can grow to 1 ¼ “ in length.

[image: image5.png]


[image: image2.jpg]



Tussock Moth                      White Marked Tussock moth caterpillar

                          

          Orgyia leucostigma

Tussock moths spend the winter in the egg stage, hatching from April to June and develop to adults over a period of 30 to 40 days. Then they start the cycle all over again so there are 3 generations per year

If you are bothered by having them chew on the new growth in your garden, there are several ways to deal with them.

One is to do nothing; I for one don’t mind sharing my garden’s new growth with some hairy little caterpillars. After all they don’t stay in the caterpillar stage for long. Once they get to the adult moth stage you will not notice them. They will form cocoons until next generation.

Master Gardener, Ernie Edmundson reports two years ago a heavy caterpillar infestation. That year brought with it an amazing and large flock of dickcissals. The birds stayed a couple weeks, busy eating the caterpillar feast. Remember that the live oak trees and their insect pals have co-existed for many, many years. Consider letting nature take a shot at the caterpillars before you reach for the sprayer.

If you cannot tolerate the damage or there are just too many of them, a homeowner could treat them Bacillus thuringensis (BT). BT is sold under a lot of brand names - Dipel and Thuricide are a couple brands. Check with your local nursery for products and safe application instructions. As with any chewing insect, timing is everything. You must treat them while they are still feeding.

People with large trees and landscapes sometimes contact professional pest control companies. Use a licensed company and do ask for the least harmful chemical alternative. Spraying with BT or other chemicals also kills other caterpillars, which we enjoy, like those of butterflies.

If you remove Tussock moth caterpillars manually, do so with caution as the caterpillar may cause a rash on the skin if handled.

Another one of our springtime guests is the oak leaf roller, Archips semiferana, and an associated species, Sparganothis pettitana. These are small moths that lay their eggs on buds or twigs where they will develop through several stages (instars) of larva for about ten months. 
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                      Oak Leaf roller                            

About mid March they emerge as caterpillars and begin to feed on new spring growth. In large numbers these caterpillars are capable of defoliating oaks and other trees. Trees that heavily infested can be defoliated by mid to late April when they stop feeding.

When they have had their fill of lush new growth and reach maturity, the larva become the creepy caterpillars that suspend from trees on silken strands. If they are present in large numbers it can be very unpleasant to be outside. They are, however, harmless to people. After they are done creeping us out, they form their pupa on twig tips, in bark crevices or even in weeds. The moths begin to emerge from the pupa about the first of May and the cycle starts all over again.
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The oak leaf roller, Archips semiferana, is a small moth about 1/2 inch long. The basic color is brown mottled with dark brown markings. Sparganothis pettitana (no common name) is lemon yellow and varies from 1/2 to 3/4 inch in length. 

The good news is they seem to come in cycles. One year there may be a heavy outbreak while the next there are very few. Unfortunately there is no way to predict how bad it may be in any given year.

Watch your trees closely from mid-to late March. If the amount of defoliation is excessive your trees could suffer stress and as a result be more susceptible to disease and insect damage.  If this is the case you can spray (or have professionals spray with high pressure sprayers that will reach the top) with an insecticide containing either carbaryl or Bacillus thuringiensis. And again, as with any chewing insect, timing of application while they are still feeding is essential.

For more information, contact Texas Cooperative Extension for the publication E-206 Oak Leaf Roller and Springtime Defoliation of Live Oak Trees

If you have questions about horticulture in Aransas or San Patricio County contact a Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County Office, phone 790-0103, M- F, 8-5 PM, 611 East Mimosa.

Also don’t miss “Green Acres” Public Demonstration Gardens, 611 East Mimosa, Rockport, which is co-located with the Offices of Texas Cooperative Extension Service. The Gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, 7 days a week.

