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GYPSY MOTH IN WASHINGTON 
 
Local history 
 
Gypsy moth has arrived for the second time in King County (Seattle). In 1977, three adult males 
were collected in pheromone (female sex scent) traps. The next year (1978), 23 male moths were 
collected. Because the trapping grid was fairly intensive it was possible to pinpoint the center of 
the infestation. 
 
In 1979, the USDA, APHIS and Washington Department of Agriculture initiated a series of 
public information meetings and organized the eradication program, coupled with continued 
monitoring with traps. Orthene was applied to properties within a 400 acre area around the center 
of the infestation (where egg masses had been found). The program was extremely successful. 
Only one male was found, outside the eradication area. Another was taken from the Lincoln Park 
area of Seattle. 
 
The summer of 1980 surprised everyone. A new pheromone which had been developed through 
research was used for the first time in the standard trapping grid. Indeed it was "new and 
improved". The same traps which had caught no moths in 1979 suddenly pulled in a combined 
total of 187 males from 9 locations throughout King County. Moths (24) were also collected 
from one location in Vancouver, Washington. 
 
The problem 
 
The nursery industry, more than anyone is undoubtedly aware of the potential impact of gypsy 
moth, especially to ornamental plantings in homes and parks. 
 
Gypsy moth is known to accept over 400 species of plants as food. Last year defoliation in New 
Hampshire jumped from 5,980 defoliated acres in 1979 to 183,999 acres defoliated in 1980. 
 
No one wants Gypsy moth. Other states will be watching the results of this year’s eradication 
efforts closely. There is the possibility of imposing quarantine on nursery stock. 
 
 
 
 
 



Eradication efforts 
 
The eradication of Gypsy moth in King County is a cooperative effort between the USDA, 
Animal Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS), Washington Department of Agriculture 
(WSDA), Washington State University's Cooperative Extension (CE) and the community. 
 
The Gypsy moth eradication program will basically take an IPM (Integrated Pest Management) 
approach: surveying, trapping and limited use of Bacillus thuringensis (BT: biological control 
agent) and community involvement. 
 
1. Pheromone traps will be placed at specific intervals calculated to attract the male moths before 
they can locate females (which emerge a few days later than males). If all males are trapped 
before they reach females, there will be no fertile eggs in the next year. The effectiveness of this 
approach will be known by fall 1982. 
 
2. Bacillus thuringensis will be applied only to those properties and the adjacent properties 
where egg masses have been found. (Those egg masses were sent to the Gypsy Moth Lab at Otis 
Air Force Base and all have hatched into healthy caterpillars). 
 
3. Community involvement is key to this eradication program in four ways: a) Citizens, 
(including nursery personnel) can be alert for all stages of this pest: especially for larvae or 
infested trees. b) Citizens can take a protective role once the traps are in place. Any trap which is 
missing or vandalized should be reported so that a replacement can be set out. Any lost trap 
means a hole in the trapping grid. This "hole" may mean that males will find a female instead of 
a trap. c) They can educate or alert neighbors and friends and relatives. d) Anyone who has 
recently moved from an infested state can let the Washington State Department of Agriculture 
people know. They may have inadvertently brought gypsy moth in on lawn furniture etc. 
 
The nursery industry in King County certainly can play an important role in educating 
themselves to recognize gypsy moth and in alerting their customers to the importance of the 
problems and citizen involvement. 
 
The USDA APHIS is the lead agency in designing the eradication strategy, supplying traps and 
educational publications. Washington State Department of Agriculture will implement the 
program by placing and monitoring the traps, collecting data, conducting ground searches on 
heavily infested areas, on properties of people who have identified themselves as recently moved 
to the area from infested states, or when citizens spot an infested area. Also they are the "contact" 
agency. All calls regarding suspicious caterpillars, egg masses or moths, missing traps etc. will 
be channeled through a single number. They in turn will either handle the inquiry or route it to 
the next best source. 
 
W.S.U. Cooperative Extension will conduct the educational aspects of the program. We will 
coordinate news briefings, citizens meetings, publications, and media efforts to alert citizens to 
the importance of their involvement. Master Gardeners will be available to identify specimens 
which are not gypsy moth, but are a concern to the citizen. 
 



What can the nursery do? 
 
1. Keep informed on Gypsy moth - be able to recognize it; know what's going on and who to call 
for additional information. 
2. Support the IPM program by alerting your customers, routing all suspicious caterpillars to the 
WSDA. 
3. Allay customer's fears by knowing where the infested areas are, and reassuring them so they 
will not needlessly douse their entire yard with pesticides. 
 
A last word: 
 
Anytime that an effort is made to alert people to a serious problem there is the risk that in stating 
the problem and its possible outcomes we will cause a panic. Panicked people may want to 
protect by applying any pesticide in heavy amounts; by buying up more pesticides than they will 
need; by cutting down perfectly good trees because they mistake one insect for Gypsy moth; by 
becoming angry at neighbors who have a tent caterpillar because they fear they have gypsy 
moth; by plaguing police and agencies to do something; by demanding that nursery personnel 
recommend or sell products they know are not needed or legal. 
 
The nursery industry itself can play a vital role in helping their customers allay their fears, and 
approach the problem rationally and calmly. 
 
Even those of you in other counties or states can learn to recognize Gypsy moth, and keep 
informed. You may be the one to spot a gypsy moth caterpillar that might not show up in a trap 
for one or two years. 
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