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Sawflies are an interesting group of insects. They are actually classified as a wasp (insect order
Hymenoptera). There are over 900 species of sawflies in North America. Females use a saw-like ovipositor to
lay their eggs in the foliage or branches of plants, accounting for their common name. These wasps are not a
threat to people as they do not sting, but the larval stage of these insects feeds on the foliage of pine and
hardwood trees (and other plants). Sawfly larvae are often mistaken for caterpillars of butterflies or moths.
Sawflies are particularly a concern when they defoliate certain pine trees, mainly loblolly and shortleaf pine,
sometimes causing trees to die. Fortunately, natural enemies usually bring sawfly outbreaks to an early end
and outbreaks several years in succession are not common. When needed, the larvae can be sprayed with an
insecticide like carbaryl (Sevin®), malathion or acephate (Orthene®). Adult sawflies are seldom seen; the
larvae are most commonly encountered.
Sawfly larvae were reported defoliating pine trees in Kaufman, Hunt, and Lamar counties in NE Texas in April
2009. At that time it was determined that the sawfly was Neodiprion taedae linearis. This sawfly has
commonly been called Arkansas pine sawfly and loblolly pine sawfly. Now in April 2012, this sawfly has again
appeared in Kaufman County. In both occurrences, the sawfly larvae fed on the foliage of pine trees 20+ feet
tall. Mature larvae are pale green to a creamy white color, have two gray dorsal stripes, a black lateral stripe
with a lighter lateral stripe below that on each side, a brown head capsule, and gray to black markings on each
proleg (false legs). Larvae are gregarious and tend to feed on the 2nd year needles of loblolly and shortleaf
pines. Mature larvae are about 1” long. There is one generation per year and this insect overwinters as eggs
in pine needles. Larvae are present in April and when mature, descend the tree to spin tan silken cocoons in
the litter or top soil. Adults emerge in the fall, mate, and the female lays her eggs in pine needles. The
defoliation by this sawfly seldom causes tree mortality.
There are two other pine sawflies that are found in East Texas from time to time – red-headed and blackheaded pine sawflies. Outbreaks are usually sporadic and localized. Currently, activity from these two
sawflies has not been reported.
Red-headed pine sawfly (Neodiprion lecontei) larvae usually feed on the needles of loblolly pine trees less than
10 feet tall. They will also feed on longleaf, shortleaf and slash pine needles. When the larvae completely
defoliate a young tree, the tree often dies. Mature larvae are about an inch long, have a rust-red head, and the
body is light yellow-green with six rows of black spots. This sawfly spends the winter in a cocoon and emerges
as an adult in early spring. The larvae feed gregariously on current and previous year’s needles. Full grown
larvae descend to the ground where they spin a tan cocoon in the leaf and needle litter or upper layer of soil.
There may be three to five generations per year in Texas.
Mature black-headed pine sawfly (Neodiprion excitans) larvae are about 1” long, light greenish in color, usually
have four distinct gray to black stripes along the top and sides (this is variable), a shiny black head, and prefer
pulpwood and sawtimber-sized trees. Black-headed sawfly larvae usually only feed on second year needles
and leave the current year’s needles intact. This feeding seldom causes tree mortality. Like the other sawflies
mentioned above, the black-headed pine sawfly spins a tan cocoon in the litter or upper layer of soil. There
may be two to three generations per year in Texas with the winter being spent in the cocoon.
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Adult female black-headed pine sawfly.
Adults of all three species mentioned
here are very similar in appearance.
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