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TUSSOCK MOTH AND OAK LEAF ROLLERS

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

March and early April are an interesting time for our lovely live oaks. Their canopies thin as they push old leaves off while gaining new leaves almost simultaneously. Around the time of that cycle, about mid March to early April, you may see the live oak trees literally dripping with visitors – Tussock Moth caterpillars, and Oak Leaf Roller caterpillars descending on silken strands.

The first of these hungry little crawlers is the Tussock Moth caterpillar. 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. If you remove Tussock moth caterpillars manually, do so with caution as the caterpillar may sting or cause a rash if handled.
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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.

Another springtime guest is the Oak Leaf Roller caterpillar, 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 are heavily infested can be defoliated by mid to late April when they stop feeding. They are harmless to people.

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 after which they form their pupa on twig tips, in bark crevices or even in weeds. The adult 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 about these caterpillars 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.

One choice is to do nothing. The caterpillars are more of a nuisance to people than they are a threat to the trees. The caterpillars don’t stay in the caterpillar stage for long (about 2 weeks) and sometimes flocks of birds are attracted to them and solve your problem. Once they get to the adult moth stage you will not notice them. They will form cocoons until next generation. Some people just cover the pool and forget about it for a few weeks until nature takes its course.
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. If you cannot tolerate them because there are too many of them or there are so many that they are causing damage, a homeowner could treat them with Bacillus thuringensis (Bt). Bt is sold under a lot of brand names. It is a biologic alternative to chemical controls, a bacterium that kills caterpillars, is specific to them and has “organic use” status. Bt products are considered very safe around humans and pets. 

As with any chewing insect, timing is everything. Younger caterpillars are easier to control and it is best to treat when they first emerge and are still feeding. If you have large trees, professional services have equipment to reach the treetops. Always inquire about what spray is being used and any safeguards required for you and your pets. Some people find professional spraying only once every three years or so adequate and results in tolerably reduced populations. 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.

Remember that 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 re-establish. 

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

