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At ArborLawn, one of our primary goals is to further the knowledge of our customers.  This information will give you a 
better understanding of the needs of your trees so you will be able to make more informed decisions regarding their care. 

Gypsy Moth in Landscapes 
What Is the Gypsy Moth? 

Gypsy moth is the most important insect pest of forest and shade trees in the eastern United States. The larval or 
caterpillar stage frequently strips entire trees and even forests of their leaves over wide areas. Severe defoliation 
can weaken trees, leaving them more susceptible to other stresses, such as drought, disease, and some other, 
lethal-insect pests such as borers. Trees that are already weakened may be killed.  

Gypsy moth can feed on leaves of more than 300 species of trees and shrubs. Favorites include oaks, aspens, 
birches, lindens, sweetgum, crabapples, hawthorns, mountain ash, and willows. A few trees are resistant, 
including honeylocust, red maple, silver maple, green ash, white ash, dogwood, and tulip tree. Evergreen trees 
are generally resistant, but blue spruce and white pine are susceptible to defoliation, especially by larger gypsy 
moth caterpillars. Gypsy moth caterpillars can also be a significant nuisance when populations are high. They 
have a tendency to aggregate on the sides of homes and other structures, as well as produce large quantities of 
frass (fecal pellets), which fall from tree canopies onto yards and patios below. Some people, especially 
children, experience an allergic reaction when they contact the many hairs covering the body of caterpillars.  

Life Cycle of the Gypsy Moth  

The gypsy moth survives the winter as eggs that hatch just as trees begin producing leaves in April or early 
May. Eggs are laid in masses which can contain up to 1,000 or more eggs. Each adult female produces only one 
egg mass which can be attached to trees, rocks, houses, mail boxes, lawn furniture, and just about any other 
convenient object. Many egg masses are well hidden, and only a small number of the total present can be found, 
even with the most thorough search.  

Mature Gypsy moth caterpillar  
Gypsy moth pupa between two leaves 
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Newly-hatched caterpillars climb into tree canopies and begin feeding. If their first tree is not to their liking, 
they will produce a silken thread, which can carry them in the wind, like a balloon, to more suitable hosts. 
Feeding continues throughout the rest of the spring. As it grows, each caterpillar will consume between 25 and 
35 leaves. The vast majority of this feeding is done by older caterpillars during the last two weeks of June, 
sometimes making it appear as if trees are stripped of leaves practically over night. After they have completed 
feeding, caterpillars enter the pupal stage from which adult moths emerge in 10 to 14 days.  

Gypsy moth male (life size)   
Gypsy moth female (life size)  

The adult moths are not damaging because they do not feed and they only live long enough to mate and produce 
eggs. The brownish male moths fly during the day in search of females with which to mate. Whitish females do 
not fly, but attract males to them by means of a chemical "perfume," or pheromone. Egg masses deposited 
during mid- to late July will hatch the following spring, completing the life cycle.  

What Happens When Trees are Defoliated? 

Deciduous trees defoliated by gypsy moth are rarely killed. As a rule of thumb, a healthy tree can tolerate three 
consecutive years of severe defoliation before it is killed. Trees defoliated by gypsy moth will produce new 
leaves in July after feeding has ended which helps the tree recover. However, defoliation does decrease the 
energy reserves of the tree, reducing its ability to resist disease and insect pests to which it is normally resistant. 
Furthermore, defoliated trees are also much more susceptible to the damaging effects of drought. During the 
summer, trees should receive a combined total of one inch of water per week from rain and irrigation. Trees 
previously weakened by transplanting, drought, or other insects may be killed by gypsy moth defoliation. 
Evergreen trees, on the other hand, are frequently killed by one severe defoliation.  

Management of Gypsy Moth 

There is no "silver bullet" for dealing with gypsy moth. Successful management requires an integrated approach 
based on a number of techniques. When population densities are high, the safest and most effective tool for 
preventing widespread defoliation is aerial applications of an insecticide derived from the naturally-occurring 
bacterium, Bacillus thuringiensis, commonly know as BT. The BT sprays used for gypsy moth affect only 
caterpillars, and are completely harmless to all other animals, including bees and other insects, birds, pets, and 
humans.  

 


