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If you have children or grandchildren you may have 
read to them “The Very Hungry Caterpillar” by Eric 
Carle.  The caterpillar eats its way through the story 
until it becomes a beautiful butterfly at the end.  
Caterpillars are eating machines.  If there are many of 
them together, they can devastate your trees, shrubs, 
lawn, vegetables and flowers.  This spring our CCE 
office is getting many samples of gypsy moth 
caterpillars and our NWNY Dairy, Livestock and Field 
Crops team has reported that they are getting calls 
about armyworms around WNY.  Both caterpillars are 
voracious eaters and can do a lot of damage when 
population are high. 
 
The gypsy moth (Lymantria dispar) is an invasive insect that was brought to the U.S. by Leopold Trouvelot 
in 1869, to start a silk industry.  Some escaped his Boston laboratory and made themselves at home in the 
surrounding woods.  From there it spread across the Northeast defoliating trees as they expanded their 
range.  It is now considered to be one of the most destructive pests of forest and shade trees in the 
eastern United States.  Gypsy moth numbers can fluctuate widely year to year. 
 
Gypsy moth caterpillars hatch from early spring until mid-May, depending on the temperature.  They go 
through a series of molts and get larger each time.  Fully grown caterpillars are about 2 inches long.  They 
are very hairy and are easy to identify by the five pairs of blue dots followed by six pairs of red dots down 
its back.  Some people get rashes if exposed to the hairs. 
 
The caterpillar stage lasts about seven weeks and then they go to the ground to pupate.  The pupae are 
about two inches long, dark brown and are lightly covered with hairs.  You may find pupal cases attached 
to tree bark, stones or even buildings, generally in a protected area.  Peak emergence of the adult moths is 
in mid-July. 
 
Only the caterpillar stage feeds and they are voracious and not terribly picky.  Gypsy moth caterpillars will 
eat the leaves of over 500 species of trees, shrubs and plants.  Aspen and oak top the list of their favorite 
foods.  There have been instances where caterpillars have defoliated large stands of blue spruce.  This is 
concerning as evergreens do not come back from defoliation as well as deciduous trees.  Evergreens may 
die after being defoliated once.  Normally deciduous trees can handle one year of defoliation, but two or 
more successive years may result in death. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Gypsy Moth, Lymantria dispar 



If you have trees or shrubs that are being attacked, an insecticidal treatment may be needed for a large 
outbreak.  There are several insecticides labeled for use on gypsy moth, but they tend to work best on the 
smaller caterpillars.  Applications should also be made before trees are heavily defoliated and stressed.  
Always follow the label directions.  You may need to call an arborist to properly treat larger trees or if you 
have a number of trees under attack. 
 
Older caterpillars can also be controlled somewhat by banding the trees.  The older larvae move down the 
trees at dawn to seek shelter during the day and go back up the trees in the evening to feed.  Take 
advantage of this behavior by tying a burlap strip 12 to 18 inches wide around the trunk with twine.  Place 
it at about chest height.  Fold the burlap over the twine so it hangs like an apron around the trunk.  The 
caterpillars will hide in it during the day.  Check the burlap daily.  Look between the layers.  Collect and 
destroy any caterpillars that you find.  This technique works best from late May through early July, for light 
to moderate infestations. 
 
Armyworms are native to North America and there are several different kinds.  The species the team has 
been getting calls about is the Common or True Armyworm, Pseudaletia unipuncta.  (aka Mythimna 
unipuncta.)  Armyworms get their name from their behavior of marching across fields or lawns like an 
army, eating as they go.  Once the caterpillars consume all available food, they move on to new host 
plants.  True armyworms feed primarily on plants in the grass family (turf, oats, wheat, corn, barley and 
forage grasses), but under hunger stress they will also attack some legumes and other plants.  They can 
also be a pest of some vegetables (bean, cabbage, carrot, onion, pea, pepper, radish, tomato and potato).  
Larvae feed for about 4 weeks and left unchecked can strip a plant of all of its leaves. 
 
Armyworms do not overwinter in our area.  In the spring adult moths migrate from the south.  When they 
get here they lay eggs on and around grass plants (or in wheat fields).  Armyworm moth migrations are 
cyclic from year to year and difficult to predict. 
 
The armyworm moth is pale brown to grayish brown with a wingspan of about 1.5 inches.  The spherical 
eggs are greenish white and are laid in masses.  Female moths can lay as many as 2,000 eggs, so 
populations can build up quickly.  The larvae are smooth caterpillars which range in size from an eighth to 
1.5 inches long.  True armyworm larvae are pale green to brownish when small.  Mature larvae tend to be 
very dark and are marked with two orange, white-bordered stripes on each side.  The head usually has a 
mottled appearance, with a brown network of veins.  After feeding for 3 or 4 weeks, larvae pupate in the 
ground, just below the surface.  Two to three weeks later adult moths emerge to start a second 
generation. 
 
Armyworms feed in the late evening and early morning or anytime on cloudy days.  Large infestations will 
also feed and march during the day.  Your lawn may appear to be moving as caterpillars crawl over it 
looking for food.  Armyworms can inflict a lot of damage before they are detected since they mainly feed 
at night.  It may appear that the grass died over night.  Their feeding creates brown patches in turf that 
looks like heat and drought stress.  The grass leaves are ragged and blades may be clipped right to the 
ground.  Extensive feeding can cause bare areas in lawns.  Many times, all that is left in the lawn is clover 
or other broadleaf weeds. 
 
Predators normally help keep armyworm numbers in check.  Birds will feed on armyworms, but they will 
not be able to control large infestations.  Armyworms are parasitized by braconid wasps and tachinid flies.  
If you see small white eggs at the back of the armyworm head, it has been targeted by the tachinid fly.  The 
eggs will hatch and kill the caterpillar.  There are also several types of viruses, a microsporidium and fungi 
that infect and kill armyworm larvae. 
 
 
 
 



Monitor lawns, parks, and golf courses for damage.  If you start to see significant turf damage, controlling 
armyworms with insecticides is warranted.  There are many products labeled for use on turfgrass in New 
York that kill armyworms.  Homeowners should look for an insecticide labeled for use on turf/lawn and 
armyworm.  Check the label for rates, application and safety precautions.  You can create a perimeter to 
protect areas from armyworms since they should not advance through the treated zone.  A 20 to 40-foot 
treated strip may curtail their movement into new areas. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
“CCE of Genesee County is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, 

and Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities.” 


