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Invasive Species Spotlight: 
Spongy Moth (Lymantria dispar) 

In recent years, the spongy moth, formerly known as the gypsy moth, has gained notoriety 
as a significant invasive species throughout North America. Originally from Europe and Asia, 
this pest was introduced to the United States in the late 19th century, largely attributed to 
a failed attempt at silkworm production. In 1869, French naturalist Étienne Léopold 
Trouvelot introduced the moth to Medford, Massachusetts while experimenting with silk 
production. However, some of them escaped into the wild and quickly established a 
breeding population. Initially lacking natural predators in this new environment, their 
numbers exploded, leading to their spread across the eastern U.S. and parts of Canada. 

The spongy moth is particularly harmful due to its feeding habits. The larvae feed 
voraciously on the leaves of over 300 different tree and shrub species, with a particular 
fondness for oak, aspen, and birch. Infested trees may be partially or completely stripped 
of their leaves. This defoliation stresses the trees and repeated defoliation over several 
years, especially during drought, can lead to tree decline and death.  Beyond the threat to 
individual trees, the loss of foliage can have ripple effects throughout the ecosystem, 
disrupting habitats for birds, mammals, and countless other organisms. A heavily 
infested forest will have a barren, wintry look in the middle of summer.  

When keeping an eye out for this pest, look for egg masses (which can contain up to 
1,000 eggs) covered with buff or yellowish “hair” that are about 1.5 inches long and ¾ 
inches wide. The caterpillars usually appear in the spring and are black and hairy when 
they first emerge. Older caterpillars are a mottled yellow to gray color with tufts of 
bristle-like hairs. They also have a distinctive color pattern along their backs with five 
pairs of blue dots followed by six pairs of red dots. When fully grown, they can be about 
1.5-2.5 inches long. The adult moths can be spotted in the summer. Male moths are 
brown with a darker brown pattern on their wings and have a 1.5-inch wingspan. 

Females are nearly 
white, slightly larger, 
and have a 2-inch 
wingspan but do not fly. Their wings are marked with 
dark, saw-toothed patterns. 

If you happen to spot these caterpillars, there are steps 
you can take to help. Sightings can be reported to the 
Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources to 
help track and manage infestations more effectively. 
Use this link to report sightings: 
https://massnrc.org/pests/report.aspx. 

For small outbreaks, you can remove and dispose of 
larvae by hand. Wear gloves while removing caterpillars 
and destroy them by placing them in a container of 
soapy water or sealing them in a bag before disposal. 
The trees thank you for your help! 

Spongy moth caterpillar spotted at 
the Dowling property along Lower Rd 

Gypsy moth (male) found fluttering 
around Katie’s bathroom in Mashpee 
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