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Brown-tail Euproctis chrysorrhoea 
 
Usually reported: April to June. 
 
Potential problem: The hairs of the 
caterpillar can cause severe skin 
irritation and rashes. Population levels 
of this species can build up and the 
hairs can be windblown. The hairs also 
get incorporated into cocoons, and the 
brown hairs at the abdomen tip of the 
female can also cause irritation. 
 
Identification: The caterpillar or nest 
is the most frequently encountered 
stage. The body is blackish, with 
brown hairs and a series of white 
marks along its side. A distinctive 
marking is the pair of red dots on the 
upperside towards the end of the 
body.  
 

 
Caterpillar of the Brown-tail (Photo: K. 
Thomas)  

 
Nest of the Brown-tail (Photo: M. 
Parsons)  

 
Small caterpillars overwinter in a 
tough, often conspicuous, whitish 
communal web spun amongst the 
foodplant, larger caterpillars dispersing 
away from the nest in spring. 
Sometimes many nests can be found 
close to one another.  
 

 
Adult Brown-tail (Photo: D. Green)  
 
The adult moth is white, with the male 
occasionally having a few small black 
marks at the trailing edge of the wing. 
The male has feathery antennae with 
the abdomen having a chocolate-
brown furry tip, whilst that of the 
female has a larger, bulbous dark 
brown tuft of hair. Unless specifically 
looked for, the adult is infrequently 
encountered. 

· Full-grown caterpillars range 
from 38-45mm in length.  

· Adult wingspan 36-42mm. 
 
Confusion species: There are many 
species of hairy caterpillar, although 
only a few form communal webs. 
Those that do include the Lackey moth 
Malacosoma neustria, a declining 
species, and the nationally scarce 
Small Eggar Eriogaster lanestris. 
Neither of these form webs over the 
winter. The hairy caterpillar of the 
former is striped blue, white, black and 



 
Potential and 

occasional problem 
species  

 
 

 
www.butterfly-conservation.org 

 
Butterfly Conservation 
Company limited by guarantee, registered in England (2206468) 
Registered Office: Manor Yard, East Lulworth, Wareham, Dorset, BH20 5QP 
Charity registered in England & Wales (254937) and in Scotland (SCO39268) 

orange-red and can be found from 
April to June, whilst that of the latter is 
velvety black or dark grey with, as it 
gets larger, reddish brown marks on 
the upperside, these often outlined 
whitish, and is found from April to July. 
They can, in some areas, both be 
found at the same sites as the Brown-
tail. The adult moth is superficially 
similar to the Yellow-tail Euproctis 
similis, although in that species the 
abdomen tip is yellow. 
 

 
Caterpillars and nest of the Small Eggar 
(Photo: M. Parsons) 
 

 
Caterpillars and nest of the Lackey moth 
(Photo: M. Parsons) 
 
 
 
 

 
Adult Yellow-tail (Photo: M. Parsons) 
 
Distribution: Locally distributed, and 
sometimes abundant, along or near 
the coast from Dorset to Suffolk, 
although also found west to Cornwall 
and the Isles of Scilly. The species 
appears to be expanding its range and 
has recently become established on 
the coast in southern Yorkshire. Well 
established in the London area and 
increasing along the Thames Valley. 
Also recently found inland in Dorset 
and north Hampshire. Adults, possibly 
dispersing, are sometimes found 
elsewhere in southern England and 
East Anglia, north to Northumberland 
and, exceptionally, in Scotland. 
 
Ecology: Found on coastal scrub, 
hedgerows and in parks and gardens. 
The caterpillar overwinters from late 
August to May, with the adult flying in 
July to August and an occasional 
partial second generation in October. 
The eggs are laid in batches, being 
covered by hair from the female’s 
abdomen. The caterpillar usually feeds 
on bramble, hawthorn and blackthorn, 
but will also eat dog rose, sallow, 
plum, apple, cherry and sea-
buckthorn. 
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Bush defoliated by Brown-tail (Photo: M. 
Parsons) 
 
Possible control measures: Confirm 
identification. By the time the 
caterpillars are noted it is often too late 
to implement any control as the 
caterpillars are usually dispersing. 
Possibly the most appropriate control 
method, where populations are high, is 
to cut out and burn the nests over 
winter. This may temporarily reduce 
population levels locally, although 
populations are known to fluctuate 
naturally. Chemical intervention may 
sometimes be necessary and there 
are several options using products that 
have current approval for use on 
amenity vegetation. Often Local 
Authorities have strategies for 
management in place and will give 
advice. A precautionary approach 
would be, where possible, to ensure 
the public avoid areas of Brown-tail 
infestation. 
 
 
 
 
 


