
 

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
   

 

 
 

 

  

Forest Health Protection and State Forestry Organizations 

Management Guide for  

Pine Looper 
Nacophora mexicanaria (Grote)  

March 2004 	

6.11 
WEB July 2010  

By Dwight Scarbrough  
US Forest Service  

Topics 

Damage 1 

Life History 1 

Identification 1 

Management 2 

Other Reading 3 

Field Guide 

Management 
Guide Index 

Key Points 

	 The pine looper 
is native to the 
Western United 
States and 
British 
Columbia, 
Canada. 

	 Larvae of this 
moth are known 
as “loopers” or 
“inchworms” 

	 This insect had 
not been 
reported as 
being 
economically 
important. 

Host:  
Ponderosa Pine 

Two separate infestations 
occurred in eastern Montana 
from 1969 to 1970 and 1971 

to 1972.   

Damage 
     Larvae feed on both old and 
new needles. Needles are often 
eaten down to the sheath. Trees of 
all sizes are attacked and mortality  
results if all the foliage is stripped.  
Defoliation by pine looper can 
result in tree mortality, especially  

of younger trees. Some mature 
trees may be killed by defoliation  
and others can be predisposed to 
secondary attack by pine engraver 
beetles (Ips). 

Life History 
     Found throughout much of its  
host's range. Overwinters as pupae 
in the duff.  Adult moths emerge 
from mid-June through early July.  
Eggs are laid in long clusters or 
masses on needles and irregular 

patches on branches.  Larvae 
emerge in July and feed singly on 
needles until September, then drop 
to the ground to pupate in the duff. 

Identification 
Look for "inch worm" type 

larvae on needles from late June to 
September. The first two instars 
have smooth bodies and are light 
brown with yellow stripes along the 
sides. Instars III through V have 
varying shades of brown without 
stripes and have numerous 
tubercles the length of the body. 
They resemble pine twigs (see 
photo). 

Pine looper larvae resemble a pine 
twig. 
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Mature larvae are up to 1-1/2 
inches long. Dark brown pupae 
may be found in the duff from 
September to June. Adults, 
appearing in early summer, are 

mottled gray-brown with zigzag 
markings on wings and wingspan 
of up to 2 inches. Eggs are laid in 
clusters on the needles and stems 
in early July. 

 

Adult Pine looper moth, note 
the zigzag markings on wing. 

Defoliation by 
pine looper can 
result in tree 

mortality, 
especially of 

younger trees. 

Management 
No chemical or silvicultural methods of control have been 
developed for this moth.  Aerial sprays would probably be 
effective. 

Natural Controls 
Parasites, predators, and diseases are common during 
outbreaks of the pine looper.  Three parasites, Coelichneumon 
pulcherior (Heinrich), Coelopisthia suborbicularis (Provancher), 
and Euphorocera edwardsii (Williston) attack the larvae.  

	 A predatory bug, Apateticus bracteatus (Fitch) is also 
associated with looper outbreaks.  Wild turkeys have often 
been observed consuming vast numbers of pupae during 
outbreaks. 

	 An unidentified bacterium is often the major cause of 
population collapses as it infects the larvae and causes death 
before pupation. 

	 A pathogenic fungus, Paecilomyces farinosus (Dicks. Ex 
Fries) has also been isolated from pupae, it is not known 
how effective it is as a natural control agent.   
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Other Reading 

Anonymous. 1982. For. Insect & disease identification and management. USDA For. 
Service, Northern Region; Idaho Dept. of Lands, Insect and Disease Control; 
Montana Dept. of State Lands, Division of Forestry. 192 p. 

Dewey, J. E. 1975. Pine looper. USDA Forest Service.  Forest Insect and Disease 
Leaflet 151. 5 p. 

Furniss, R. L., and V. M. Carolin. 1977. Western For. Insects. USDA Forest Service, 
Misc. pub. 1339, 654 p., illus. 8  

Forest Health Protection and State Forestry 
Organizations 

Assistance on State and 
Private Lands 

Montana: (406)  542-4300 	 

Idaho: (208)  769-1525  

Utah: (801)  538-5530  

Nevada: (775) 684-2500  

Wyoming: (307) 777-5659  

Assistance on  
Federal Lands 

US Forest Service 
Region One 
Missoula:   (406) 329-3605  
Coeur d’Alene: (208) 765-7342 
 
US Forest Service 
Region Four  
Ogden; (801) 476-9720  
Boise: (208)  373-4227  
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