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BARKLICE ARE HERE TO CLEAN UP YOUR TREE

Nature’s tree cleaners have arrived.  Bark lice are little insects that spin a web over fairly large sections of trunks and branches and get to work underneath it, cleaning up the debris in the cracks and crevices on the bark.  They do not eat leaves or the bark of the tree, and do not damage the tree in any way.  The silken web they make to protect themselves from predators is also harmless.

Bark lice are not pests of people or animals either; they are completely harmless.  As a matter of fact, they are helpful because as scavengers they “clean up” the tree trunk and branches by eating fungi, lichen, algae, bits of dead bark and other debris that accumulates on the bark of trees.  They are commonly found on oak, citrus, and pecans trees, but can live and thrive on any tree.  In just the past week, I’ve seen them on oak and citrus.  

Bark lice are small, soft-bodied insects that look something like aphids; or, if they have wings, like miniature cicadas. Although called lice, they are not lice at all, and are not parasitic on anything. They probably got that name because they are small and hard to see.  They are also referred to as barklouse, which is used in the singular as well as the plural, and are closely related to the indoor booklice (wouldn’t it be nice if they did some cleaning!). 

They are common most years, but only become noticeable when populations are high and the webbing is more extensive and easy to spot. Long periods of high humidity provide an environment for them to flourish.  When their numbers are extremely high, the webbing may cover just about every bit of the bark, including on the main trunk, large and small branches all the way to the tips of the tree, and even above ground roots. However, it does not cover the leaves.  

Two different species of bark lice are commonly found here, aggregating and web-spinning.  Web-spinning barklice are very small (less than 1/8 inch long), brownish, and adults might or might not have wings.  They live together in large groups underneath the silken webbing.  They generally go unnoticed until the webs are formed around this time of year.

Aggregating bark lice cluster together and move slowly together like a herd of cattle, or slow motion school of fish.  They show up in the spring, first as wingless larvae, and later developing into adults about 1/4 of an inch long, which are black and have wings. From a distance, these clusters often look like knotholes.   

Eggs are laid singly or in clusters and are sometimes covered with silk or debris. The larvae that hatch out look like tiny wingless adults.  Most species develop through four to six larval stages before becoming mature adults. 

There is absolutely no need to control bark lice (and no effective control anyway), but if seeing the webs really bothers you, you can try removing them with a stream of high pressure water (but not so strong that it injures the bark!).  Left alone, the insects will consume the webbing, or the thin and relatively fragile material will just break down and disappear in a couple months as their populations decrease.  

It is a good idea to check out any webbing you see on a tree-sometimes it may be a pest, but usually not.  Although it looks like something to be concerned about when your tree branches or trunks are rather suddenly covered in webbing, it’s probably just bark lice and the webbing and insects will go away on their own without causing any problems.  Your friends may even ask how you get your trees so clean.  
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