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Eastern Tent Caterpillar 
 

 

Eastern tent caterpillar is a native insect pest that feeds on 

leaves of host trees that include cherry, crabapple, plum, and 

others in the rose family. Caterpillars share an objectionable 

looking grayish-white silken nest or tent, which they build in 

the branch fork of a host tree. When feeding ends, caterpillars 

split from the group, leaving the host tree to separately search 

for a location to pupate – a mass migration that clients may 

find annoying or alarming. 

 

This pest overwinters in an egg mass containing 150 to 350 eggs. 

Eggs hatch as tree leaves begin to emerge from buds – around 92 

growing degree-days. Eastern tent caterpillars are gregarious, or 

social, remaining together after hatching. When departing the nest 

to feed, the larvae leave a trail of silk that provides a guide for 

others to follow.  

 

Mature larvae are about two inches long, with a black 

body, yellow stripes, and a prominent white stripe down 

the middle of the back; they are covered with setae (hairs) 

and have a row of blue spots along each side. Nest size 

grows as larvae feed and grow. This caterpillar does not 

feed within its web, but webbing provides a protected site 

where larvae congregate during adverse weather or 

extreme heat. Larvae feed for six to eight weeks before 

departing the host tree to pupate.  

Pupation lasts two to four weeks, with adults emerging in late June to early July. Soon after emerging, adult 

moths mate and females lay eggs in a shiny, dark-colored, inch-long egg mass that surrounds a branch that 

is roughly the diameter of a pencil. One generation occurs annually. 

Control: 

 Eastern tent caterpillars are prey to many insects, birds, small mammals, and other insect-eaters. 

Several species of beneficial wasps parasitize this pest’s larvae, pupae, or eggs 

 Physical removal or disruption of nests provides immediate and environmentally friendly results. 

Prune small nests from trees, or remove and destroy larger nests using a stick or gloved hand. 

Control is most complete when caterpillars are within the nest, but lingering caterpillars do not 

effectively re-congregate, and those left behind remain exposed to predation  

 Bt (e.g., Dipel®) provides safe and effective biological control, if applied shortly after egg hatch  

 Prune egg masses from trees starting in late summer and continuing to egg hatch in spring  

 Several pesticides are labeled for control of eastern tent caterpillar, but they are rarely required  


