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T H E F O R E S T T E N T C A T E R P I L L A R ;

PRODUCED BY THE NATIONAL FILM BOARD OF CANADA. 1955
COLOR •- 18 M I N U T E S

SUGGESTED USES: Senior elementary and junior h i g h
school classes In Natural Science.

GENERAL SCOPE OF FILM

This f i lm is a specialized study of the Forest Tent Caterpillar -- the larva of the
Lackey moth -- a ma jo r pest of trees in many par ts of Nor th America. These insects
are a lmost c o m p a r a b l e in the i r e f f e c t to the devas t ing swarms of locus ts wh ich
per iodical ly a f f l i c t some par ts of the world. So adept are they at s tr ipping trees
of their foliage that forests in an infected area o f t en appear as bare as in winter .

OUTLINE OF CONTENTS

The eggs of the Lackey moth are laid in late summer
encircl ing the twigs of the trees. Protected and
insulated by a frothy varnish, the developed larvae
wi th in the egg mass are able to wi thstand the
severest winter.

In late Apri l or early May the larvae chew their
way through the varnish covering of their winter
quarters to feed on the bursting poplar buds. Not
deterred by late frosts which kill many of their
numbers and depr ive them of food, the remainder
persist and are able to eke out an existence on the
less damaged parts of the forest. Red oak and sugar
maple leaves are also highly favored by the Forest
Tent Caterpi1lar.

These caterpillars — and there nay be mi l l ions per
square acre —• swarm on the ground, crawl over roads,
climb onto signposts, cluster on fences and even
try to Invade buildings. Two thousand caterpillars

can strip the leaves completely from a poplar tree,
and during a severe outbreak there may be as many
as 200,000 on a single tree.

The great danger to our forests l ies In the loss of
leaves during successive years. Trees so infected
fail to produce a full season's growth and there Is
an Inevitable s low ing down in timber production.
In maple stands the sap loses much of its sugar
content.

Actual ly the Forest Tent Caterpi l lars never bui ld
tents — as do the Eastern and the Western Tent
Caterpi l lars — although they do spin web pathways
along which they crawl up and down the trees.

Starvation, a natural control of this pest, becomes
effect ive by mid-June when food becomes scarcer.
Fortunately, there are other natural hazards such

as drowning, fungus, bacterial and virus diseases,
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and predators. Toward the end of July they make produces a parallel decrease In the ranks of the
cocoons in rolled leaves and bark crevices. At this Forest Tent Caterpillars,
t ime parasi tes, such as the b ig Sarcophaga f ly,
take advantage of the situation to place their Tnose Pupae wh lch survive, emerge as adults In
young larvae in the cocoons. This serves as an about ten days to two weeks- The adu1t moth enJ°ys

effect ive check because, after a few years of about five days of llfe' durl"9 which tne e99s are
abundance, an increase in the number of parasites l a id to Provide the seeds of future outbreaks of

defoliation.

CLASS PREPARATION

Ask the class If they have ever seen the nests of tent caterpillars. If the film is
shown at the proper time of the year it should be relatively easy in many areas to
secure a branch containing an actual nest. Establish by questioning that the cater»-
pil lars whose "tents" are more commonly seen have much the same habits as the Forest
Tent Caterpillar, although they prefer different foods and often eat the leaves of our
garden fruit trees. Point out, however, that the species dealt with in the f i lm (the
Forest Tent Caterpillar) is misnamed in that it does not build a tent, that it Is a
relative of the more fami l ia r tent caterpil lar and is one which attacks the foliage
of «my trees in the forest areas of Canada.

W O R D S W H I C H M A Y C A U S E D IFF ICULTY

larva misnomer predator
pupa defoliation desiccation
hibernate fungus parasite
dormant

Q U E S T I O N S A N S W E R E D IN THE FILM

(1) When and where are the eggs of this pest laid?
(2) How is the egg mass protected from cold and parasites?
(3) At what time of the year do they hatch?
(i) How many caterpillars are needed to strip the leaves completely from a poplar tree

with a trunk seven inches in diameter?
(5) What is the real damage done to trees after successive years of such defoliation?
(6) What factors aid in the control of th is pest?
(7) How long is the pupa stage?
(8) What name is given to the moth?
(9) How long does it l ive?

(10) What is the chief task of the female moth?

SUGGESTED FURTHER A C T I V I T I E S

(1) Prepare a poster containing notes and sketches of this caterpillar.
(2) Make a comparison with the more familiar species: thé Eastern and Westers Tent

Caterp i1lars.
(3) Seek further information from the Forestry Branch of the Department of Western

Affairs and National Resources, Ottawa, or from the Department of Lands and
Forests in your own province.

(M-) Human efforts to control this pest should prove an interesting study.
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