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Oak Processionary Moth Glynn Percival, PhD, Plant Physiology 

Identification, Biology & Management
 
Oak processionary moth (OPM) is a defoliating pest of English, Sessile and Turkey oaks. Infestations of 

OPM caterpillars were first found in London in 2006. The larvae (caterpillars) will also feed on the foliage 

of hornbeam, hazel, beech, sweet chestnut and birch. Oak processionary moths present a risk to human 

health. The older caterpillars (3rd to 6th instars) are covered in irritating hairs that contain a urticating toxin 

(thaumetopoein). Contact with these hairs, or their inhalation, can result in skin irritation (dermatitis) and 

allergic reactions (rashes, conjunctivitis). Only individuals with specialised training should attempt to control 

OPM. 
.

 

Symptoms 

OPM larvae (Figure 1) feed on oak leaves. Large 

populations can defoliate trees leaving them 

weakened and vulnerable to other threats.  

 

 

 

 

Causal Agent 

Newly hatched larvae have a uniformly brown 

body and dark head. By the time they are mature, 

they have a grey body and dark head. These older 

larvae have a single dark stripe running down the 

middle of the back and a whitish line along each 

side (Figure 1). Adult larvae may be seen massing 

on the trunks and branches of trees and moving in 

the characteristic nose to tail processions (Figure 

2).  

Eggs are laid from July to early September. 

Larvae hatch from the eggs in April. There are six 

stages during the larval feeding cycle (L1-L6), 

with the larvae getting progressively bigger from 

one moult to the next. L4-L6 larvae represent the 

greatest health hazard. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: OPM larvae on English oak 

Figure 2: Typical nose to tail procession 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Instar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urticating_hair
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rash
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conjunctivitis
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Control 

OPM poses a new and difficult management 

problem. The following products are 

recommended:  

Bio-control: Dipel is comprised of live bacteria 

(Bacillus thuringiensis - a widely used biological 

control agent) that produce a toxin that control 

caterpillars when ingested by the insect. Results 

with Dipel can be quite variable however based 

on weather conditions at the time of treatment. 

Older OPM larvae become less vulnerable to 

Bacillus thuringiensis and therefore the lower the 

population kill. Consequently Bacillus 

thuringiensis is recommended primarily for 

young OPM caterpillars 

Insect Growth Regulator: Dimlin Flo is an 

insect growth regulator that inhibit production of 

chitin, which is a key component of the insect 

exoskeleton. Treated caterpillars do not reform an 

exoskeleton after moulting. Similar to Dipel, 

Dimilin Flo is most effective on young 

caterpillars. Importantly Dimlin Flo only affects 

caterpillars and moths. It has very little effects on 

any other insects such as lady birds, beetles, 

honey bees etc. Consequently there is little 

“collateral damage” from using Dimlin Flo. This 

benefit makes it another preferred choice for Tree 

Officers and arborists.  

Synthetic Insecticide: Synthetic pyrethroid 

insecticides combine rapid control with long 

residual activity on the foliage of treated plants 

that will kill OPM at all stages of their life cycle.  

These insecticides control larvae on contact and 

when the insect feeds on treated foliage. 

Combined with horticultural oil provides even 

better coverage of plant surfaces. Synthetic 

insecticides will also kill other insects i.e. 

collateral damage on non-target insects can be 

high.  

Nest removal: Destroying the nests during May 

and June, at the appropriate time of day, will kill 

the larvae in the nests, and destroying nests 

between late-June and the end of July should kill 

the pupae. However, nest removal requires 

specialist training, personal protective equipment 

and nest disposal methodology. Nest removal 

should NEVER be performed by non-trained 

individuals. 

 

 

 

Established in 1994, The Bartlett Tree Research 

Laboratories at the University of Reading is the 

research wing of Bartlett Tree Experts in the UK. 

Scientists here develop guidelines for all of the 

Company’s services. The Lab also houses a state-of-

the-art plant diagnostic clinic and provides vital 

technical support to Bartlett arborists and field 

staff for the benefit of our clients. 


