
Insects that Attack Trees 
 

Ahh, insects. Few living things cause 

greater consternation for homeowners. 

Not all insects are harmful, nor do all 

infestations need to be treated. Insects 

usually attack stressed plants, so if an 

infestation occurs, look for sources of 

stress and try to correct that. 

 

Because it is impossible to get rid of all 

insects that may be harming your trees, 

the first step to solving an insect problem 

is to identify the insect and then find out 

if treatment is necessary. If you need help 

with identification, send a close-up 

picture of the insect and/or the damage to 

our help desk at 

master.gardener@dentoncounty.com.  If 

you do decide to use pesticides, the safest 

time is at dusk after bees have returned to 

their hives. Please read the warning on use of pesticides below. 

 

If insects are found on a tree (or evidence of them), follow instructions for Integrated Pest Management (IPM). 

The following information is from University of California, which has superlative and comprehensive 

information. This link is for their tree section. Selecting a tree provides a list of insects that commonly attack it 

and delineates how to manage it in a variety of ways: cultural practices, organic control, or chemical control. 

http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/GARDEN/plantmenu.html#O 

“IPM focuses on long-term prevention of pests or their damage by managing the 

ecosystem. 
With IPM, you take actions to keep pests from becoming a problem, such as by growing a healthy crop that can 

withstand pest attacks, using disease-resistant plants, or caulking cracks to keep insects or rodents from entering 

a building. Rather than simply eliminating the pests you see right now, using IPM means you'll look at 

environmental factors that affect the pest and its ability to thrive. Armed with this information, you can create 

conditions that are unfavorable for the pest. 

In IPM, monitoring and correct pest identification help you decide whether management 

is needed 
Monitoring means checking your field, landscape, forest, or building—or other site—to identify which pests are 

present, how many there are, or what damage they've caused. Correctly identifying the pest is key to knowing 

whether a pest is likely to become a problem and determining the best management strategy. 

 

After monitoring and considering information about the pest, its biology, and environmental factors, you can 

decide whether the pest can be tolerated or whether it is a problem that warrants control. If control is needed, 

this information also helps you select the most effective management methods and the best time to use them. 

mailto:master.gardener@dentoncounty.com
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/GARDEN/plantmenu.html#O


IPM programs combine management approaches for greater effectiveness 
The most effective, long-term way to manage pests is by using a combination of methods that work better 

together than separately. Approaches for managing pests are often grouped in the following categories. 

Biological controls 
Biological control is the use of natural enemies—predators, parasites, pathogens, and competitors—to 

control pests and their damage. Invertebrates, plant pathogens, nematodes, weeds, and vertebrates have 

many natural enemies. 

Cultural controls 
Cultural controls are practices that reduce pest establishment, reproduction, dispersal, and survival. For 

example, changing irrigation practices can reduce pest problems, since too much water can increase root 

disease and weeds. Overhead or sprinkler watering can bounce fungus spores around and onto other 

leaves and plants.  

Mechanical and physical controls 
Mechanical and physical controls kill a pest directly, block pests out, or make the environment 

unsuitable for it. Traps for rodents are examples of mechanical control. Physical controls include 

mulches for weed management, steam sterilization of the soil for disease management, or barriers such 

as screens to keep birds or insects out. 

Chemical controls 
Chemical control is the use of pesticides. In IPM, pesticides are used only when needed and in 

combination with other approaches for more effective, long-term control. Pesticides are selected and 

applied in a way that minimizes their possible harm to people, non-target organisms, and the 

environment. With IPM you will use the most selective pesticide that will do the job and be the safest 

for other organisms and for air, soil, and water quality; use pesticides in bait stations rather than sprays; 

or spot-spray a few weeds instead of an entire area. 

 

IPM is based on scientific research. Source: University of California IPM; Retrieved from: 

http://www2.ipm.ucanr.edu/WhatIsIPM/ 

Warning on the Use of Chemicals 
Pesticides are toxic. Always read and carefully follow all precautions and safety recommendations given on the 

container label. The label is the law. Store all chemicals in the original labeled containers in a locked cabinet or 

shed, away from food or feeds, and out of the reach of children, unauthorized persons, pets, and livestock. 

Consult the pesticide label to determine active ingredients and signal words. 

 

Pesticides applied in your home and landscape can move and contaminate creeks, lakes and rivers. Confine 

chemicals to the property being treated and never allow them to get into drains or creeks. Avoid drift  

by not spraying on windy days. Pesticides can drift onto neighboring properties, especially gardens containing 

fruits or vegetables ready to be picked. 

 

Do not place containers containing pesticide in the trash or pour pesticides down sink, toilet, or outside drains. 

Either use the pesticide according to the label until the container is empty, or take unwanted pesticides to a 

Household Hazardous Waste Collection site. In Denton County, contact the Denton County Public Works 

department at 940.349.2990 to find out about safe container disposal and the timing Household Hazardous 

Waste Collection event. City of Denton residents should call 940.349.8700 to arrange for home chemical 

collection pickup. Residents of Lake Dallas should contact 800.449.7587 for household hazardous waste “At 

Your Door Customer Service.”  

 

http://www2.ipm.ucanr.edu/WhatIsIPM/
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/WATER/U/toxicology.html
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/WATER/U/label.html
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/WATER/U/index.html


Dispose of empty containers by following label directions. Never reuse or burn the containers or dispose of 

them in such a manner that they may contaminate water supplies or natural waterways. 

Source: http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/warning.html 

 

Insects Commonly Seen on Trees in Denton County 

Aphids 
There are several different types, varying in color. This is one seen frequently. Blasts of water aimed at the 

underside of the leaves can help limit the numbers of aphids. Aphids are a favorite food for ladybugs and 

especially ladybug larvae. Waiting for the beneficial insects to come is a good tactic for aphid control. 
 

 
Figure 2: Aphids Photo: Go Go Maung, bugwood.org 

 

Bag Worms Thyridopteryx ephemeraeformis 

 
Figure 3: Bagworms. Photo by Ward Upham, Kansas State University, Bugwood.org 

 

Bag worms can be handpicked from trees. They can defoliate and kill a tree, so control is important. Use of a 

selective insecticide such as Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) or Spinosad is recommended in the spring when the 

caterpillars are emerging.  

Figure 1: This good bug helps control 

aphids. Ladybug larvae. Photo: Joseph 

Berger bugwood.org 



 

Cankerworms Paleacrita vernata (Peck) 

 
Figure 4: Cankerworms feed as larvae, or caterpillars, on the leaves of a great variety of trees. Photo: Joseph 

Berger, bugwood.org. 

The fall cankerworm is a native insect ranging across the Eastern half of North America from Texas to Nova 

Scotia. This inch-worm caterpillar will outbreak in large numbers every several years. According to the 

Department of Entomology University of North Carolina Extension, “The pesticide of choice has 

been B.t. (Bacillus thuringiensis) a naturally occurring bacteria that has been used by organic farmers and 

gardeners for decades. It has no known adverse effects on humans, wildlife, pets, fish or honey bees.” 

Texas AgriLife suggests, “If treatment is needed, sprays containing Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) or spinosad will 

be the safest for beneficial insects and bees.  These sprays should be applied early, before the caterpillars reach 

their full size.  If you can’t treat early, it may be best not to treat; however other insecticides, such as carbaryl, 

permethrin, cyfluthrin and other pyrethroid insecticides can provide effective and rapid control of all sizes of 

caterpillars.” 

 

                                 
Figure 5: Cankerworm moth. Photo: William M. Ciesla, Forest Health Management International, 

Bugwood.org 

 

http://citybugs.tamu.edu/2015/04/06/cankerworm-caterpillars-hit-texas-trees/
http://citybugs.tamu.edu/factsheets/ipm/ent-6003/


 
Figure 6: Cankerworm damage on leaves. Photo: Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural 

Resources – Forestry, Bugwood.org 

 

Crape myrtle Bark Scale Eriococcus lagerstroemiae 
“One of the first signs of an azalea bark scale infestation is a black (sooty mold) coating that appears on the 

bark of the trunk and on the branches of crape myrtles. Leaves and limbs may feel sticky. The insects appear as 

white, waxy encrustations. Up close, the azalea bark scale-insect is white to gray in color.  Control 

recommendations for azalea bark scale are still being developed.  Application of systemic insecticides as a 

drench applied to the root zone has shown the most promise in tests to date. Imidacloprid and dinotefuran has 

shown best control when applied between May and July.”    

 

Source:  Merchant, M., AgriLife Extension, (May 2010), “Crape Myrtle Scale: New Pest for US” 

Retrieved from http://citybugs.tamu.edu/2010/05/10/scale/ 

 

In writing for the Denton Record Chronical, Denton County Horticultural 

Extension Agent Janet Laminack recommends washing the tree, when feasible, 

to help remove the insects and their eggs. Alternatively, you can use a soil 

drench systemic insecticide with active ingredient of imidacloprid or 

dinotefuran. These should be applied between May and July. Another option is 

to use a dormant horticultural oil spray after leaf drop in the fall and before bud 

break in the spring. Texas A&M AgriLife Extension is currently researching 

this pest. (Insect hurting crape myrtles) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 7: Crape myrtle bark scale. Photo: Jim Robbins, 

University of Arkansas, CES, bugwood.org 
 

http://citybugs.tamu.edu/2010/05/10/scale/
http://www.dentonrc.com/living-in-denton/home-garden/home-garden-headlines/20161006-janet-laminack-insect-hurting-crape-myrtles.ece


Elm leaf beetles Xanthogaleruca luteola 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The elm leaf beetle is a leaf-chewing pest of elm trees, especially European elm species. If elm leaf beetle is a 

problem, you can manage it with an integrated program incorporating cultural practices, conservation of natural 

enemies, regular monitoring, and the use of less-persistent insecticides. Elm leaf beetle populations fluctuate 

from year to year and trees do not need treatment most years. When management is warranted, use a 

combination of methods because no single action improves the health of elm trees or kills 100% of the pests.   

More information on controlling elm leaf beetle University of California IPM, Pests in Gardens and 

Landscapes.  
 

                 

Gall Makers 
“A gall is an abnormal swelling of plant tissue. It can be caused by mechanical injury or by several species of 

insects, mites, nematodes, fungi and bacteria. In fact, there are more than 2,000 species of gall-making insects 

in the United States. The association between the gall-making organism and the host plant is usually quite 

specific. Different organisms produce galls of characteristic size, shape and color.” Gall-Making Insects and 

Mites.  

 

Galls are often mistaken for a disease. Galls are usually made by 

insects (in this particular picture, a cynipid wasp). There are many 

sizes, shapes and colors of galls. They are not generally harmful to 

the host plant but in large numbers are aesthetically unappealing. 

They are common on oaks and hackberries. Because most galls and 

gall-forming insects are not a threat to plant health, attempting to 

control them is not usually warranted.  
 
 

Figure 9: Photo by Gerald J. Lenhard, 

Louisiana State Univ, Bugwood.org 

Figure 10: Gall on leaf node. Photo by Milan Zubrik, Forest Research Institute - Slovakia, Bugwood.org 

Figure 8: Photo by North Carolina 

Forest Service Archive, bugwood.org 

http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7403.html
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7403.html
http://extentopubs.tamu.edu/e-397.html
http://extentopubs.tamu.edu/e-397.html


Lace bugs Corythucha spp.  

 
Figure 11: Photo by James Solomon, USDA Forest Service, Bugwood.org 

 

“Adult lace bugs are 1/8 to 1/4-inch long and flattened. The wings and flattened areas behind the head are 

gauze-like or lace-like and make these insects appear rectangular and whitish or silvery. Nymphal stages lack 

fully-developed wings and appear oval, marked with blackened areas and adorned with spines. There are a 

number of lace bug species in Texas that can become abundant during certain years on particular host plants, 

such as the oak lace bug, Corythuca arcuata (Say); hawthorne lace bug, Corythuca cydoniae (Fitch) on 

hawthorn, quince or pyracantha; cotton lace bug, Corythuca gossypii (Fabricius); and lantana lace 

bug, Teleonemia scrupulosa Stål on lantana and Texas sage (cenizo).” (Lacebug information from AgriLife 

http://texasinsects.tamu.edu/aimg44.html) 

 

Control options according to the University of California IPM consist of tolerating lace bug damage where 

possible as the injury is mostly aesthetic and does not seriously harm plants. “No treatment will restore stippled 

foliage, which remains until pruned off or replaced by new growth. If intolerable damage has occurred, during 

subsequent years inspect plants about once a week beginning in late winter. Take action when lace bug nymphs 

become abundant and before damage becomes extensive. A forceful stream of water directed at the underside of 

leaves beginning early in the season, when nymphs are the predominant life stage, and repeated at intervals can 

help to suppress, where feasible, lace bug populations on small shrubs. Various insecticides are available for use 

on landscape plants, but these products can adversely affect beneficial invertebrates and the environment.” 

(Lace bugs). 

Leafminers   
Adult leafminers are 1/16 inches in length with grayish-black bodies and yellow markings. The female lay eggs 

into the leaves of plants. The whitish-yellow larvae then cause damage by tunneling through the leaf tissue. As 

the larvae mature, the white tunnel or mine gets larger in size. The white tunnel that appears on the leaf is both 

unappealing to the eye and can cause leaf drop in some instances. There are several types of leaf miners that 

vary depending on the plant under attack.  
 

 

Figure 12: Larva, pupa and adult stages of locust leaf miner. 

Photo: E. Bradford Walker, Vermont Department of Forests, 

Parks and Recreation, Bugwood.org 
 

http://texasinsects.tamu.edu/aimg44.html
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7428.html


 
 

 

 

 

Controlling leafminers:  

 Cultural control includes:  

o Pruning and disposing of infested leaves and branches.  

o Proper irrigation and fertilization of plants.  

o Planting cultivars that are more tolerant to leafminer attack.  

o Covering the soil with plastic to prevent larvae from pupating.  

 Chemical Control Options include organic sprays such as horticultural oil, neem and spinosad and 

systemic insecticides such as acephate and imidacloprid. 

 

General guidelines for dealing with caterpillars on oak trees 
Caterpillars may skeletonize oak leaves or chew through them causing leaves to turn brown and die. Although 

unsightly, the damage to leaves caused by caterpillars rarely harms the health of the tree, therefore pesticide 

treatment is usually not necessary. Caterpillars are also a major source of food for birds traveling through North 

Texas. If control is essential, Bacillus thuringiensis( B.t.), Dipel, and Thuricide may be applied to the leaves. 

Trunk injections of powerful systemic insecticides are effective if done properly, though the need for this 

measure would be rare according to the Department of Entomology, North Carolina State University Extension 

Service. 

  

Oak caterpillars Lochmaeus manteo (Doubleday) 

           
Figure 15: Photo by Ronald F. Billings, Texas Forest Service, Bugwood.org 
   

Figure 13: Leafminer damage. Photo: USDA Forest 

Service - Region 8 - Southern, USDA Forest Service, 

Bugwood.org  
 

Figure 14: Photo: Gyorgy Csoka, 

Hungary Forest Research Institute, 

Bugwood.org 
 

http://www.insectimages.org/browse/autimages.cfm?aut=4759
http://www.insectimages.org/browse/orgimages.cfm?org=122814


Oak Skeletonizer Bucculatrix ainsliella Murtfeldt 

 
Figure 16: Photo by James Solomon, USDA Forest Service, Bugwood.org 

 

Spider Mites Tetranychus urticae 
Adults are tiny (1/150 to 1/50”), spiderlike insects with eight legs and no antennae. They vary in color. Spider 

mites lay eggs on the underside of leaves. To check for spider mites: Take a white piece of paper and shake 

some affected leaves on it. If present, you will see the mites crawling on the paper. Spider mite damage 

manifests as a loss of leaf color and leaves may curl under or be covered with a fine web. Spider mites often 

becomes noticeable during dry, hot summer weather. 

 

Spider mites are challenging to control although they have a few natural predators, such as ladybugs to help. 

Homeowners can spray trees with a strong stream of water twice a week during periods of peak mite activity to 

limit damage. Alternatively, most spider mites can be controlled with insecticidal/miticidal oils and soaps. To 

apply soaps or oils, thoroughly cover upper and lower leaf surface. “Spider mites are usually not killed by 

regular insecticides, so be sure to check the pesticide label to see if the designation "miticide" is present.” 

(“Spider Mites on Landscape Plants” Michael F. Potter, Extension Entomologist, University of Kentucky 

College of Agriculture).   

 

 

 
Figure 17: Spider mites are quite common pests in North Texas. Photo: USDA Cooperative Extension Slide 

Series, Bugwood.org 

 

 

  



Scale   
There are 7500 scale insects varying in color, shape, size and texture. Two common groupings are armored and 

soft scales. Scales weaken plants by sucking plant sap. According to the Virginia Cooperative Extension, 

“Dormant oils are effective on the overwintering stage of most species, but they can only be applied in early 

spring before leaves appear. Adult scales are protected from insecticides by waxy coverings. Control measures, 

therefore, must be aimed at unprotected immatures (crawlers) or the overwintering stage. During the summer, 

control requires accurate identification of the pest species so that hatching dates of crawlers can be determined. 

Once the pest is identified and proper timing known, any one of several common insecticides can be used.” For 

more photos, reference the link below. Here are three examples from the United States National Collection of 

Scale Insects Photographs, USDA Agricultural Research Service, Bugwood.org. 

   
     

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Examples of scale insects. 

 

 

“Scale Insects” Virginia Cooperative Extension 

  

Source:  United States National Collection of Scale Insects Photographs  

Retrieved from http://www.forestryimages.org/browse/archivethumb.cfm?Arc=4 

  

https://pubs.ext.vt.edu/2808/2808-1012/2808-1012_pdf.pdf
http://www.forestryimages.org/browse/archivethumb.cfm?Arc=4


Walnut caterpillar Datana integerrima 
This caterpillar can be found across North America. Its host trees are hickory, pecan and walnut. Small colonies 

may strip branches while large colonies can defoliate an entire tree. Since most of the damage from these 

caterpillars is cosmetic, The Ohio State University fact sheet on walnut caterpillars suggests the following 

control strategies:  

 

Cultural Control: If discovered early, prune out the affected leaves and crush or place in a bucket of soapy 

water. When the larvae descend to the trunks to molt, scrape them off into the soapy water. 

 

Biological Control: “There are several species of parasitic wasps that are known to attack the eggs and larvae. 

The larvae are also commonly attacked by a parasitic fly as well as a variety of predatory bugs. By avoiding use 

of broad-spectrum insecticides and cover sprays of all trees and shrubs whether needed or not, these natural 

parasites and predators can be conserved”. Alternatively, apply Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt.). “The bacterium, Bt 

variety 'kurstaki,' is effective against most foliar feeding caterpillars if it is used against young larvae.  

 

Chemical Control: “Insecticide Sprays - Stomach and contact insecticides are very quick to act on foliar feeding 

caterpillars. Sprays can usually be applied whenever the caterpillars are seen. Preventive applications are not 

recommended, since the adult egg laying cannot be predicted.” 

 

        
Figure 19: Photo: Lacy L. Hyche, Auburn University, bugwood.org 

 
Source: “Walnut Caterpillar” Ohio State University Extension 

 

 

Whiteflies Hemiptera Aleyrodidae 

“Whiteflies are tiny, sap-sucking insects that may become abundant in vegetable and ornamental plantings, 

especially during warm weather. They excrete sticky honeydew and cause yellowing or death of leaves. 

Outbreaks often occur when the natural biological control is disrupted. Management is difficult once 

populations are high. The best strategy is to prevent problems from developing in your garden or landscape.” 

How to Manage Pests in Gardens and Landscapes University of California IPM.  

 

http://entomology.osu.edu/bugdoc/Shetlar/factsheet/ornamental/FSwalnutcat.htm
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7401.html


 
Figure 20: Whiteflies. Photo: John A. Weidhass, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 

Bugwood.org 

 

 

Wood-Boring Insects  
There are many wood boring insects that can affect Texas trees. Most insect borers are attracted to weakened, 

damaged, dying or dead plants, however there are some wood borers that are the primary attacker of healthy 

trees. “Borer infestations often go unnoticed until plants or parts of plants begin to die or show external signs of 

damage. Wood-boring insects often produce sawdust-like frass (excrement). Their holes are normally round, 

oval or semicircular and are found in a random pattern on the plant. Woodpecker damage is sometimes 

confused with that of wood-boring beetles; however, woodpecker damage will not produce frass. If you see 

evidence such as below, it is best to call a certified arborist to treat the tree. Note the difference between borer 

damage and sapsucker damage. 

 

Borer holes are randomly spaced    Sapsucker damage is in rows 

   

Figure 21: Photo by Troy Kimoto, Canadian Food  

Inspection Agency, Bugwood.org 
 

 

Once trees and shrubs are infested, non-chemical options for borer control are limited.  Insecticide products 

registered for borer control. (list provided at the end of this article.) 

 

Sources: 

Wood-boring Insects of Trees and Shrubs Texas A&M University 

 

Figure 22: Photo by Tim Tigner, Virginia Department 

of Forestry, Bugwood.org  

http://extentopubs.tamu.edu/bulletins/b-5086.html
http://extentopubs.tamu.edu/bulletins/b-5086.html
http://extentopubs.tamu.edu/bulletins/b-5086.html


Twig Girdler Oncideres cingulata  
“Small branches accumulating on the ground and the presence of clean-cut twigs, and in some cases dangling 

(flagged) branch tips within a tree, indicate the presence of beetle pests referred to as twig girdlers and twig 

pruners. Both of these long-horned beetle species (Cerambycidae) attack numerous types of shade, nut and fruit 

trees. Heavily damaged trees appear ragged and unattractive, and young trees can become deformed by repeated 

attacks,” according to the University of Missouri Extension Service. Control: During the fall or winter, gather 

fallen branches from the ground and prune suspected infested branches still in the tree and burn them. Note the 

distinctive circle that has been chewed around the twig. 

 

 
 Figure 23: Photo by John A. Weidhass, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, Bugwood.org 

 

Sources: 

“Twig Girdler and Twig Pruner” University of Missouri Extension Service. 

 

Web Worms Hyphantria cunea 
“The fall webworm, Hyphantria cunea (Drury), is native to North 

America and is a common caterpillar pest of trees. It attacks more than 

88 kinds of plants in North America, including many fruit, nut, and 

ornamental trees and shrubs. Fall webworms are known for their large 

webs on terminal foliage. Heavy infestations are rarely fatal, but if they 

occur over several years they can make trees more susceptible to drought, 

disease, or other insect pests.” Bill Ree, Extension Program Specialist II–

Entomology and Marty Jungman, Extension Agent–IPM, The Texas 

A&M University System. 

 

Fall webworms can often be controlled without insecticides by removing 

and destroying any leaves that contain egg masses. Many beneficial 

insects attack the egg and larval stages of fall webworm. If webs are too 

numerous, insecticides can be used to prevent damage. Hose-end 

sprayers or commercial high-pressure sprayers are best for reaching 

upper portions of tall trees. Insecticide sprays must penetrate the web to 

be effective.  

Source: 

“Fall web worms” Texas AgriLife publication 

Figure 24: Photo by Steven Katovich, USDA Forest Service, Bugwood.org 
 

http://extension.missouri.edu/p/g7276
http://extentopubs.tamu.edu/e-223.html

