
Western Pine Tussock Moth
Eruptive defoliator on poor sites

Name and Description—Dasychira grisefacta (Dyar) (= Paraorgyia grisefacta [Dyar]) [Lepidoptera: Lymantri-
idae]

Adults are grayish brown moths with light and dark bands 
across the forewings and a wingspread of 1 1/4-1 1/2 
inches (3.2-3.8 cm) (fig. 1). Eggs are bluish white, rela-
tively large at about 1/13 inch (2 mm) in diameter, and laid 
in lines or clusters (fig. 2). Mature caterpillars are rusty 
brown with a dark head, four grey hair brushes on top, and 
numerous tufts of white and black hairs along the body. 
They are 2-2 3/4 inches (5-7 cm) long and have distinctive 
bundles of black hairs projecting in front of and behind 
the body (fig. 3). Silken cocoons have larval hairs incor-
porated into them (fig. 4) and envelop black 
pupae. Dasychira grisefacta occurs from 
the Dakotas and southern Alberta west to 
the coast and south to Arizona. The closely 
related, conifer-feeding species D. pinicola 
(Dyar) and D. plagiata (Walker) are found 
farther to the east.

Hosts—Primarily ponderosa pine, although 
other known or reported hosts include 
pinyon, Douglas-fir, white and Engelmann 
spruces, and additional conifers elsewhere

Life Cycle—The western pine tussock moth 
has a 1-year life cycle, with adults present 
in late July to mid-August. Eggs are laid in 
small clusters, usually on pine needles, and 
hatch in 1-2 weeks. Young caterpillars feed 
externally on the top layers of the center of 
pine needles for a short period. After feed-
ing, they seek sheltered locations, generally on the tree stem under bark 
scales, where they spend the winter. As soon as temperatures warm in the 
spring, the larvae resume feeding along needles and on staminate cones, 
growing large enough to consume entire needles by early summer. Most 
of the defoliation occurs then because older caterpillars consume the most 
foliage. The mature larvae spin a whitish cocoon with incorporated body 
hairs. Within the cocoon they undergo metamorphosis into a black pupa 
and emerge as a moth. The moths exit the pupal skin, mate, and females 
lay conspicuous, large eggs on pine foliage and elsewhere by late summer.

Damage—Because feeding begins before shoot expansion, old foliage is 
consumed first. However, eventually, pine foliage of all age classes will be 
eaten. Extensive feeding gives a pine tree a distinct reddish brown hue due 
to retention of discolored needles that were incompletely consumed and/
or killed (fig. 5). Growth loss often accompanies defoliation. Because the 
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Figure 1. Western pine tussock moth adults. Photo: Whitney Cran-
shaw, Colorado State University, Bugwood.org.

Figure 2. Eggs with newly hatched 
larvae of the western pine tussock 
moth. Photo: Bill Schaupp, USDA 
Forest Service.

Figure 3. Mature larva of the western pine 
tussock moth. Photo: William M. Ciesla, Forest 
Health Management International, Bugwood.org.

Figure 4. Characteristic Dasychira spp. cocoon 
with incorporated larval hairs. Photo: Herbert A. 
“Joe” Pase III, Texas Forest Service, Bugwood.org.
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pine tussock moth will eat all age classes of pine needles, it can completely 
strip a tree of foliage. This could kill a coniferous tree in 1 year. Partially 
defoliated trees might die if weakened by drought, previous defoliation, 
root disease, or other stresses. Defoliation-stressed trees may be at greater 
risk of attack from bark beetle. Two recent outbreaks in South Dakota, 
Nebraska, and Wyoming have resulted in some patches of ponderosa pine 
mortality, often associated with bark beetle attack on older, larger-diameter 
defoliated trees, although most of the defoliated ponderosa pine survived 
(fig. 6). These two episodes occurred on ridges and escarpments of lands 
of low or marginal quality for pine growth, whereas within the Black Hills, 
better quality pine sites were not defoliated. One consequence of heavy 
defoliation is the litter fall of significant quantities of caterpillar excreta, 
and cast skins rich in readily available nutrients may play a role in host tree 
recovery and compensatory growth once an outbreak subsides.

Management—A viral disease appears to be important in natural control 
of dense populations, with infected larvae dying in a characteristic deflated 
pose clinging to, yet limply dangling from, branches and twigs. Outbreak 
populations typically show a gradual decline over a several-year period, 
with documented outbreaks lasting no more than a few years. In many 
instances, no direct management action is needed.

Other than those promoting overall stand and tree health and vigor, spe-
cific silvicultural management tactics are not available. Depending upon 
resources and values at risk, pine tussock moths can be controlled with in-
secticide applications. However, because populations can increase rapidly 
and late-stage larvae do the most feeding, interest in direct control action 
often peaks each year after most defoliation has already occurred. At 
such times, when a mature larval population has nearly finished feeding, 
spraying insecticides will not result in population suppression or resource 
protection. It is best to make the determination of purpose and need and 
to prepare for spraying before spring. Then monitor population levels as 
temperatures warm, spraying only when potential benefits outweigh costs 
and risks, and apply material as early in the growing season as possible. 
Most of the time, this showy insect is rarely encountered.
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Figure 5. Extensive feeding by young western 
pine tussock moth larvae down the center of 
older ponderosa pine needles results in needle 
mortality and a reddish appearance. Photo: 
William M. Ciesla, Forest Health Management 
International, Bugwood.org.

Figure 6.Consecutive years of severe defoliation 
on ponderosa pine can give trees a tufted ap-
pearance. These pines survived almost complete 
defoliation for several consecutive years. Photo: 
Bill Schaupp, USDA Forest Service.


