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Fir tussock moths appear locally 

 
Fir tussock moth (Orgyia detrita) caterpillar. 
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     GAINESVILLE – There has been an increase in recent sightings of the fir tussock moth in North 
Central Florida. 
     Jeffrey Eickwort, state entomologist with the Florida Forest Service, and Greg Barton, senior 
forester for Marion County with the Florida Forest Service, provideD the following information to 
answer some questions that have been received regarding this insect. 
     There are a variety of insects that seem to rotate every year as the most prominent spring tree pest 
in Florida. 
     Already in mid-March, questions and observations have come in from residents in Central Florida 
regarding what appears to be an abundance of fir tussock moth caterpillars. 
     It is likely this will occur in more northern counties in the coming weeks. As is typical in Florida, 
the primary species is the fir tussock moth (Orgyia detrita), which feeds mainly on the young spring 
leaves of live oak trees. 

Answers to common questions 
     ● Will they kill my tree? Answer: No. Tussock moths are only eating foliage, and do not 
otherwise impact the twigs or stems. Healthy trees generally tolerate the leaf-loss and quickly replace 
the lost leaves. There are no long-term health effects, and the caterpillar population will eventually be 
controlled by natural enemies. 



HardisonInk.com 
     ● Do they sting? Answer: Yes, the caterpillars do have urticating (stinging) hairs, but the effect is 
mild compared to some other “stinging” caterpillars, and not medically significant. Some sensitive 
individuals may have a more noticeable reaction, but basic first aid (mild soap and water, and topical 
treatments) should be sufficient for most people. 
     ● What should I spray to kill them? Answer: Generally nothing. The caterpillars are 
usually noticed when they are finished feeding and in their “wandering” phase, looking for a place to 
spin a cocoon. That is too late for insecticides to be effective since they have become so spread out. 
The caterpillars will soon be gone until next year. 
     For more information about tussock moths, please CLICK HERE to see a publication from the 
University of Florida.  
     The Florida Forest Service, a division of the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer 
Services, manages more than one million acres of state forests and provides forest management 
assistance on more than 17 million acres of private and community forests. 
     The Florida Forest Service also is responsible for protecting homes, forestland and natural 
resources from the devastating effects of wildfire on more than 26 million acres of property. 

http://entnemdept.ufl.edu/creatures/URBAN/MEDICAL/tussock_moths.htm

