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BARKLICE MAKE HARMLESS WEBS ON TREE TRUNKS

By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

Do your trees look like they have been decorated early for Halloween with ghostly webs?  This webbing is produced by small insects called barklice and although they do not harm the tree, the appearance of a giant silken web covering the bark of their trees may be somewhat alarming to the tree owner. 

Barklice, and their indoor relatives, booklice, are small, soft-bodied insects that look something like aphids; or, if they have wings, like miniature cicadas. Although called lice, these insects are not lice at all, and are not parasitic on anything. They probably got that name because they are so small and hard to see.  They are also referred to as barklouse, which is used in the singular as well as the plural.

Barklice are not pests of humans or animals and are harmless, even to the trees they live and build their webs on.  They do not eat leaves or the bark of the tree, and do not damage the tree by boring into the bark.  The webbing is also harmless.  As a matter of fact, they can be considered beneficial 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.  

There is absolutely no need to control barklice (and no effective control anyway), but if seeing the webs bother 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.  

The insects are probably 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 (sound familiar?) 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 species of barklice are commonly found here, aggregating and web-spinning.  Aggregating barklice 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. 

Web-spinning barklice are very small (less than 1/8 inch long), brownish, and adults may or may not have wings.  They live together in large groups underneath the silken webbing, which apparently provides protection from predators.  They generally go unnoticed until the webs are formed sometime in July.  

Barklice lay their eggs singly or in clusters; the eggs 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. 

Barklice are commonly found on oak and pecans trees, but can live and thrive on any tree with lichen or fungal growth. 

So, don’t be alarmed if your trees are rather suddenly encased in webbing, it is not something from a science fiction movie, or even a concern-causing earth-bound pest.  It’s just bark lice and the webbing and insects will go away on their own without causing any damage.
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 892 Airport Road, Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

