
Winter 

Moth: 
A VERY hungry cater-

pillar 

WHAT IS WINTER 
MOTH? 

Winter moth (Operophtera brumata) 

is an invasive pest that causes heavy 

defoliation of trees, potentially 

leading to tree mortality. Introduced 

from Europe and first reported in 

Maine in 2011, this moth has no 

natural predators and populations 

can increase dramatically if left 

unchecked. 

 

Favorite Foods: 

Winter moth feeds on the leaves of  a 

variety of deciduous trees and shrubs 

including: oak, maple, apple, elm, 

ash, cherry, and blueberry. 

References & Additional 

Information: 

Tree Banding: http://

www.harpswell.maine.gov/vertical/

Sites/%7B3F690C92-5208-4D62-BAFB-

2559293F6CAE%7D/uploads/

WMBarrierHowTo_band.pdf  

UMass Amherst: https://

ag.umass.edu/landscape/fact-sheets/

winter-moth-identification-management 

Maine Forest Service:  https://

www.maine.gov/dacf/mfs/forest_health/

insects/winter_moth.htm 

USDA Forest Service: https://

www.fs.usda.gov/naspf/sites/default/

files/winter-moth-pest-alert-121212.pdf 

Browntail moth:  

The caterpillar of the invasive brown-

tail moth (shown below) sheds hairs 

that can cause a rash similar to poison 

ivy. For more information please visit: 

https://www.maine.gov/dacf/mfs/

forest_health/invasive_threats/

browntail_moth_info.htm  

 

 

 

 

 

Example of winter moth damage to an oak 

leaf in Hinckley Park, South Portland 
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WHAT CAN YOU DO? 

If you observe winter moth damage to your 

trees, banding is a relatively cheap and simple 

solution that may help to reduce the 

populations of winter moth. 

Bug Barrier tree band  

Bands should be placed before the adult 

moths become active in November. Banding 

kits may be purchased from many tree care 

professionals or home improvement stores. 

Bands can also be made from duct tape and a 

sticky substance such as Tree Tanglefoot. 

Bands should be about 6 inches wide and 

should not leave any room for moths to crawl 

underneath. They will have to be monitored 

and potentially replaced as they fill with 

moths and debris.  

WINTER MOTH LIFE 
CYCLE: 

Winter moth larvae hatch in the early spring 

and during April and May they burrow into 

leaf and flower buds to feed. They may also 

use silk strands to “balloon” to new trees.  

In June, larvae spin down from the trees and 

bury themselves in the soil to pupate. 

In late November adult moths emerge from 

the pupae to mate. Males can fly and are 

attracted to lights while the flightless 

females will most commonly be found at the 

base of trees. The adults are active until 

January while the temperatures remain 

above freezing. During this time they will 

deposit their eggs on the bark of host trees. 

The eggs remain there throughout the 

winter until they hatch in April. Females lay 

an average of 150 eggs each. 

Winter moth damage to a red maple leaf in 
Hinckley Park, South Portland 

How to 
Recognize 
Winter Moth: 

Caterpillar:  

The larvae are inchworms, light green 

to brownish-green in color with white 

stripes on the side of the body. Full 

grown they are 1/2” . 

 

Adult male: 

Male moths are light brown to tan in 

color with black bands. Their wings 

are fringed and they have a wingspan 

of up to 30 mm.  

 

Adult female: 

Female moths are gray and have 

reduced wings, rendering them 

flightless.  

**Similar Species: Bruce Span-

worm** 

Winter moths (both larvae and adults) are very 

difficult to distinguish from the native Bruce 

spanworm (Operophtera bruceata).  Although 

Bruce spanworm is an occasional pest in 

Maine, it has natural predators to keep popula-

tions at a manageable level. 

Male and female winter moths 

PREVENT TRANSPORT OF 
WINTER MOTH: 

From June to November when winter moth pupae 

are buried in the soil, they are easily transported in 

the soil to new locations. Take extra care when 

moving plants  or wood to avoid introducing win-

ter moth into new  locations.  

   Caterpillar Adult                Adult 
   male                female 


