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TUSSOCK MOTH AND OAK LEAF ROLLER CATERPILLARS

By Elayne Arne, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

March is an interesting time for our lovely live oaks. They will go through a cycle of thinning canopies as they push old leaves off while gaining new leaves almost simultaneously. Around the time of that cycle, about mid March, you may see the live oak trees literally dripping with Tussock Moth caterpillars and Oak Leaf Roller caterpillars descending on silken strands.

There are many caterpillars that feed on oak and other trees. The most common ones in the spring are oak leaf rollers (2 species spin down on silk threads), cankerworms (move like inch worms), forest tent caterpillars and tussock moths, not to mention as many as 30 others that feed on oaks in Texas.

Winter is spent in the egg stage. Among these caterpillars, most hatch from eggs from March to June and develop through several stages (instars) over a period of 30 to 40 days. Caterpillars pupate within grayish cocoons made of silk and larvae hairs on the trunk, branches of the host plant or on nearby objects like the eaves of your house. Adults emerge in about two weeks and mate. Females lay masses of eggs on the surface of old cocoons. Sometimes there are multiple generations per year. Caterpillars have chewing mouthparts. Adults have siphoning mouths. 
Because the caterpillars can have several populations a year, there is no way to prevent these outbreaks forever nor should you be concerned about trying to achieve that goal. The caterpillars and the oaks have lived together for millennium. The caterpillars are more of a nuisance to people (the Tussock Moth caterpillar can sting) than they are a threat to the trees. In uncommon occurrences, the caterpillars can completely defoliate trees. This defoliation will not kill a healthy tree and leaves will be replaced in a few weeks. However, trees will be unsightly for a period of time. Sometimes flocks of birds are attracted to the caterpillar feast and solve the nuisance problem for you. Some people just cover the pool and forget about it for a few weeks until nature takes its course.

If you feel that the caterpillars are more abundant than you can tolerate, there are chemicals that can control them. Check with your nursery and follow directions carefully when using these chemicals. If you are going to spray, treat early in the season before the caterpillars are large. Smaller caterpillars are easier to control. An alternative, biologic control is Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt), a bacterium that kills caterpillars, is specific to them and has “organic use” status. Bt products are considered very safe around humans and pets. However, chemical controls and Bt are indiscriminant killers of caterpillars and will kill the desirable ones too, like butterfly caterpillars. The loss of the caterpillars as food can and does ripple to affect frog and lizard populations and other species in the food chain for a time after spraying until the populations can recover and reestablish.

As trees get older and larger they will be more difficult for homeowners to reach the treetops with spray equipment. You will have trouble with coverage when the trees are large so may need to hire a tree service or landscape company who have the power equipment to treat the tree tops. Inquire about what spray is being used and any safeguards required for you and your pets. Some people find that professional spraying only once every three years or so is adequate and results in tolerably reduced populations. Remember, if you do nothing as far as control, it will all be over with in just a few weeks anyway and you may preserve a more diverse ecosystem surrounding your home that will be useful as we head into the long haul of the spring and summer insect season.

Contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office, by phone at 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu. AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the AgriLife Extension - Aransas County Office, 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, Texas. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

