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   Pests of Trees and Shrubs

Cankerworms, spring and fall
Paleacrita vernata (spring), Alsophila pometaria (fall)
Order Lepidoptera, Family Geometridae;
measuring worms
Native pests

Host plants: Apple, ash, beech, birch, boxelder, elm,
hickory, linden, maple, and oak

Description: Adult females of both species are wingless,
brown-gray moths approximately 12 mm long. Males
have tan wings. Mature larvae are 20–30 mm long and
vary in color from green to reddish brown to black, with
one or more stripes of white, green or black. Larvae move
in an inching or looping manner and are called inch-
worms or loopers. The spring cankerworm has two pairs
of prolegs, while the fall cankerworm has three pairs.

Life history: Cankerworms pupate in the soil. Fall canker-
worm moths emerge in late October. Adults mate,
females deposit eggs, and the two sexes die shortly
thereafter. Eggs hatch in late spring, coinciding with elm
bud break. Larvae feed for about a month. Spring canker-
worm moths emerge as adults in early spring, usually the
end of March, when females lay eggs. Spring and fall
cankerworm eggs hatch about the same time in the
spring. There is one generation a year.

Overwintering: Eggs or pupae.

Damage symptoms: Larvae initially eat small holes in
leaves, but these coalesce later, until only midribs
remain. Loss of tree vitality and limb dieback can occur,
if trees are completely defoliated for three or more years
in succession.

Monitoring: Monitor top branches of trees after late April
for the appearance of shot holes that signify the begin-
ning of larval feeding.

Physical control: Since the wingless females must crawl
from the litter into the tree to deposit eggs, sticky bands
around the trunk  have been used to catch and kill
females. Sticky bands can also catch larvae.

Cultural control: Tight-fitting wraps used to protect trees
from sun scald may encourage egg-laying. Use looser
fitting wraps that allow bark to dry out and are therefore
less suitable for egg laying.

Chemical control: A residual insecticide sprayed on the
trunk and branches will kill the larvae as they emerge
from their eggs. Spray when the leaves are expanding. If
infestations are high in May, spray the leaves. Bacillus
thuringiensis should be used where possible, but must be
applied when the larvae are less than 13 mm long in
order to achieve good results. Ten days after egg hatch, if
that can be determined, is the best time to spray. If the
larvae have grown larger than 13 mm, or damage to
leaves is extensive, other chemicals can be applied.

Defoliation caused by fall cankerworm. (35)
Photo: David Laughlin

Leaf damage caused by fall cankerworm. (36)
Photo: John Davidson

Fall cankerworm adult male. (37)
Photo: David Laughlin
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Fall cankerworm eggs on bark. (41)
Photo: David Laughlin

Fall cankerworm adult female. (38)
Photo: John Davidson

Fall cankerworm larval color phases, dorsal view. (39)
Photo: David Laughlin

Fall cankerworm larval color phases, lateral view. (40)
Photo: David Laughlin

Cankerworms, spring and fall (continued)

Biological control:

Fall Cankerworm: Relatively few parasitoids have been
noted attacking the various life stages of fall cankerworm.
Among these are a braconid wasp Meteorus autographae
(Muesebeck 1923) and the scelionid egg parasitoid
Telenomus alsophilae Viereck (Viereck 1924). Parasitism
by T. alsophilae is reported in the 15-20% range
(Rauschenberger and Talerico 1967). A nuclear polyhe-
drosis virus Autographica californica (Kaya 1977) kills
larvae. Epizootics of an NPV virus can occur in peak
years.

Spring Cankerworm: Krombien et al. (1979) list five
species of parasitoids as attacking spring cankerworm.
These include three braconids, Rogas geometrae,
Apanteles paleacritae, and Meteorus hyphantriae, and
two ichneumonids, Phobocampe geometrae and
Hyposoter fuscitarsis.

Plant mortality risk: Low

Biorational pesticides: Bacillus thuringiensis var. kurstaki,
diflubenzuron, insecticidal soap, pyrethrins, spinosad,
tenbufenozide

Conventional pesticides: acephate, bifenthrin, carbaryl,
chlorpyrifos (nursery only), cyfluthrin, deltamethrin,
fluvalinate, lambda-cyhalothrin, malathion, permethrin
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