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The Featured Creatures collection provides in-depth profiles
of insects, nematodes, arachnids and other organisms
relevant to Florida. These profiles are intended for the use of
interested laypersons with some knowledge of biology as well
as academic audiences.

Introduction

The spotted oleander caterpillar moth, Empyreuma pugione
(Linnaeus), is one of only three species of Lepidoptera that
may be found feeding on oleander in Florida. This arctiine
species is considerably less common and less destructive
than the oleander caterpillar, Syntomeida epilais Walker.
The spotted oleander caterpillar may be mistaken for the
saltmarsh caterpillar, Estigmene acrea (Drury). However,
the body of the saltmarsh caterpillar is densely covered with
hairs whereas the spotted oleander caterpillar only has tufts
of hairs on its body. It is important to be able to distinguish
among these three species as the nonpestiferous spotted
oleander caterpillar and saltmarsh caterpillar will not
require control measures whereas the oleander caterpillar
may.

Distribution

The Featured Creatures collection provides in-depth
profiles of insects, nematodes, arachnids and other organ-
isms relevant to Florida. These profiles are intended for
the use of interested laypersons with some knowledge of
biology as well as academic audiences.

Description

Adult

The adult moth has a wingspan of 43 to 48 mm. The
antennae are bipectinate and black in color with metallic
blue highlights and orange tips. The male moths are
distinguished by having slightly longer pectination on their
antennae than the females. The body is dark brown with
metallic blue highlights. There is a series of small white
spots down the dorsum of the thorax and along the sides
of the abdomen. The forewings are light chocolate brown
with a border fringe of deeper brown. The area between the
costal and subcostal veins on the forewing is carmine red.
The hind wings are entirely carmine red with a deep brown
border fringe.

Egg

The eggs of the spotted oleander caterpillar are similar in
appearance to those of the oleander caterpillar. They are
pearly white, turning to yellow just before hatching, spheri-
cal, and about 1 mm in width.

Larva

The larvae are light orange, hairy caterpillars. They have
tubercles on the lateral and dorsal regions of each segment
from which protrude tufts of stiff reddish-brown hairs. On
the mesonotum, metanotum, and the eighth abdominal
segment, there is a pair of longer stiff black hairs. Six rows
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of regularly spaced large silver-colored spots ringed with
dark brown form discontinuous longitudinal bands along
the entire length of the caterpillar’s body.

Elfliversity Wrida
Figure 1. Adult moth of the spotted oleander caterpillar, Empyreuma
pugione (Linnaeus).
Credits: James Castner, UF/IFAS

Figure 2. Larva of the spotted oleander caterpillar, Empyreuma pugione
(Linnaeus). The head is to the left.
Credits: Lyle J. Buss, UF/IFAS

Pupa

The pupa is very similar in appearance to the pupa of the
oleander caterpillar. The smooth, cylindrical pupa averages
16 mm in length and is dark reddish brown in color. It is
usually covered by a thin cocoon formed of larval body
hairs and silken threads.

Life Cycle

Adults of the spotted oleander caterpillar are day-flying
moths. A male locates a female moth from several meters
distance by cuing in on her sexual pheromone. Close-range
mate location is facilitated by ultrasonic acoustic signals
that both sexes emit. Mating occurs just around sunrise.
The mated female moth searches for a site to lay her eggs,
usually the underside of an oleander leaf. She lays her eggs
in a group, as does the oleander caterpillar, but her progeny
feed singly rather than gregariously as does the oleander
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caterpillar. The life cycle and developmental period of the
spotted oleander caterpillar are essentially the same as
those of the oleander caterpillar. Larvae develop through
six instars and total larval development averages 28 days,
depending on the temperature. Sixth instar larvae leave the
host plant and search for a suitable site for pupation. The
spotted oleander caterpillar pupates alone however, rather
than in a large aggregation as does the oleander caterpillar.

Damage

Oleander is the only recorded host plant of the spotted
oleander caterpillar. However, these caterpillars rarely cause
severe damage to ornamental plantings in Florida because
they are relatively rare compared to the oleander caterpillar
and feed solitarily.

Management

Control of the spotted oleander caterpillar is not necessary.
In fact, in many countries where the two oleander caterpil-
lars are sympatric, the gregarious oleander caterpillar has
outcompeted and displaced the solitary spotted oleander
caterpillar. Parasitic wasps in the scelionid family have been
reared from egg masses of E. pugione. It is likely that the
naturally occurring predators, parasitoids, and pathogens
that attack the oleander caterpillar in Florida will also
attack the spotted oleander caterpillar.
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