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Ermine moths Yponomeuta  spp.
 
Usually reported: May to June. 
 
Potential problem: A few species 
of ermine moth are a very 
occasional minor and temporary 
nuisance as their caterpillars can 
defoliate some garden shrubs. 
 
Identification: The caterpillar 
stage is the most usually 
encountered, particularly those of 
the few species that occasionally 
produce large wispy webs over the 
hostplant, from within which the 
caterpillars feed, occasionally 
occurring in hundreds.  
 

 
Caterpillars of the Spindle Ermine (Photo: 
M. Parsons) 
 

Spindle Ermine web (Photo: M. Parsons) 
 

 
 
 

           
Bird-cherry Ermine webs (Photo: M. 
Parsons)  
      

The adult ermine moths belong to 
the genus Yponomeuta which are 
whitish or greyish moths with a 
series of small black dots on the 
forewing, usually arranged in rows. 
There are 8 species known from 
this country, the most frequently 
reported are the Bird-cherry Ermine 
Yponomeuta evonymella on bird 
cherry; the Orchard Ermine Y. 
padella, on blackthorn, hawthorn, 
plum or cherry; and the Spindle 
Ermine Y. cagnagella on spindle. 

· Full grown caterpillar from 
12 to 25mm depending on 
species. 

· Adult wingspan 15-26mm 
depending on species. 
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A typical ermine moth (Photo: M. Parsons) 

 
Confusion species: Several 
species of this group are difficult to 
distinguish in the adult stage as 
they are similar in appearance. 
Knowledge of the hostplant will aid 
determination: 

· Bird-cherry Ermine 
Yponomeuta evonymella on 
bird cherry, 

· Orchard Ermine Y. padella 
on blackthorn, hawthorn, 
plum or cherry, 

· Apple Ermine Y. malinellus 
on apple, 

· Spindle Ermine Y. 
cagnagella on spindle, 

· Willow Ermine Y. rorrella on 
white willow or grey willow (a 
local species nationally), 

· Y. irrorella on spindle 
(although very scarce 
nationally), 

· Y. plumbella on spindle 
(although usually on a few 
caterpillars in each web), 

· and Y. sedella on orpine (a 
local species nationally) 

 
 
 
 

 
Distribution: The species most 
frequently reported are found 
widely in Britain and Ireland, 
although other species remain 
much more local. The Bird-cherry 
Ermine can be especially frequent 
in the north, with the Orchard 
Ermine and the Spindle Ermine 
being more common in the south. 
Numbers of some species can be 
reinforced by natural immigration. 
 
Ecology:  The caterpillars of the 
most frequently reported species 
are mainly seen from spring to 
June, although the young 
caterpillars usually overwinter. The 
caterpillars of most species feed 
gregariously under a web. The 
adults of most species fly from July 
to August and are infrequently 
encountered, unless specifically 
searched for. 
 
Possible control measures: 
Confirm identification. Control 
should not be necessary, these 
species are typically only a minor 
nuisance and the affected 
shrubs/plants usually recover. The 
Apple Ermine is thought to be less 
common than formerly because of 
the use of insecticides. 
 


