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INTRODUCTION FO E TS 

Cup moths (Lepidoptera: Limacodidae) are found 
all over Australia. The commonly seen caterpillars are 
stout bodied and slug-like, often brightly coloured, and 
frequently have stinging hairs and spines. These spines 
can cause severe local irritation and swelling if touched. 
The common name "cup moth" is thought to come from 
the shape of the pupal cocoons constructed by the 
caterpillars, which are cup-like in appearance after the 
moth has emerged. The faecal pellets of the caterpillars 
are also "cup" shaped. 

The species described in this leaflet belong to the genus 
Doratifera and can cause serious defoliation in eucalypt 
forests, plantations and urban trees. The caterpillars 
feed on a wide range of Eucalyptus species, other trees in 
the plant family Myrtaceae (eg Lophostemon, Angophora, 
Melaleuca) and some fruit trees. 

The following information applies to four species of 
Doratifera (Figs 1-4) which are known to be potential 
pests. These species all have similar life cycles but differ 
in appearance. 

Figure 1. Doratifera vulnerans - mottled cup moth. 

Figure 2. Doratifera casta - black slug cup moth. 
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Figure 4. Doratifera oxleyl - painted Clip moth 

(note: colollr variation). 

« 



"" ec 
~ 
II 
:i 
E 
:l 
fIi 
:l 

::0 

LIFE HISTORY AND GENERAL BIOLOGY 

The adults are stout, hairy bodied moths that vary in 
colour from pale buff to reddish brown depending on 
the species (Fig. 5). The wingspan ranges from 
25-50 mm, and the females are generally larger than the 
males. The moths usually fly at night. 

Figllre 5. Adult D. quadrigl.1ttata alld D. casta. 

The female moth lays yellowish eggs in rows on the leaf 
surface. She then covers them with a protective coating 
of short hairy scales from her own body, thus forming a 
brown furry patch on the leaf surface (Fig. 6). 

Figure 6. D. vulnerans egg mass. 

Newly hatched caterpillars are broad and stout and have 
a series of spines, four on each segment; however, these 
spines bear little relationship to the spines of the second 
and the later instars (larval stages) of the caterpillar. 
They often cluster together when young (Fig. 7). 

Figure 7. D. vulncrans Ilcwly hatched caterpillars. 
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Mature caterpillars are also short, stout and slug-like 
(ranging from 20-35 mm in length) with the head 
characteristically withdrawn back into the body. The 
bod y is surrounded by a skirt of fleshy spines which vary 
in length and colour depending on the species. The 
under surface of the body is quite soft and fleshy, with 
the entire body resting upon the leaf when it moves. 

The four species can be divided into two groups based on 
body shape and the number of stinging tubercles. 

The upper surface of Doratifera ox/eyi and D. vulnerans is 
saddle-shaped, and at each end the raised sections are 
topped with four spiny, fleshy tubercles each bearing 
bunches of sharp spines which are normally hidden, but 
are displayed when the caterpillar is disturbed (Fig. 8). 
Contact with these spines can cause a sharp painful 
sting. 

Figllre 8. D. oxleyi feeding (above) alld distllrbed (be/ow) 
(Ilote: c%llr variatioll). 

The second group of caterpillars, Doratifera qllndrigllttatn 
and D. casta, are also fleshy and slug-like, but differ from 
the other two species in only having four tubercles with 
stinging spines at the front of the body. These tufts of 
spines are smaller than in the other two species. 

Cl. 

5: 
.& 
c.i 
E 
:l 
f1 
:l 

::< 
.~ 

" ~ :l « 



When fully grown, the caterpillars spin a hard brown 
parchment-like cocoon, usually attached to a twig, in a 
crevice or under bark. D. vlIlneralls forms a rounded cup
like or pear-shaped cocoon (Fig. 1) while the other species 
form rounded oval cocoons (Fig. 9). The cocoons have a 

circular line of weakness at the top; the pupa pushes off 
the circular cap and protrudes from the cocoon just 
before the moth emerges. 

Figure 9. D. quadriguttata COCOOI/. 

Two genera tions of ca terpillars can occur each year. One 
generation, which feeds on spring growth, takes five to 
six months to develop from eggs laid in early winter. The 
other feeds on autumn growth and matures in three to 
four months from eggs laid in midsummer. Moths can 
be present throughout the year but are more numerous 

from November to June. The pu pal stage of the caterpillar 
usually lasts from five to nine months bu t can range from 
two months up to two years. 

DESCRIPTION OF DAMAGE 

Cup moths feed on a wide range of ElIcalyptus species, 
and damage is most commonly seen in spring and 
autumn. As their main food plants are eucalypts, 
plantations could be at high risk. Large numbers of 
caterpillars can cause severe damage and can rapidly 
defoliate young trees in recently established plantations. 

ewly hatched caterpillars, which tend to cluster 
together, characteristically skeletonise leaves on one 
surface (Fig. 10). As the young caterpillars grow they 
begin to disperse, still skeletonising the leaves and also 
eating small sections from the leaf (Fig. 11). Mature 
caterpillars tend to feed alone and eat the whole leaf 
sometimes causing extensive defoliation before moving 
on to another tree (Fig. 12). 
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Figure 10. D. quadriguttata I/ewly hatched caterpillars. 

Figure 11. D. quadriguttata youllg caterpillars. 

Figure 12. D. quadriguttata lIIalure caterpillar. 
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CONTROL 

Wasps and tachinid flies often parasitise the caterpillars 
and they are also eaten by predatory bugs and birds. 

Viral diseases are common in cup moths and can be 
brought on by wet weather, shortage of food and over
crowding. Caterpillars infected by a viral disease stop 
feeding, turn brown and swell up, with spines raised. 
After death, the skin ruptures and brownish fluid oozes 
out. Evidence of a viral disease can be seen in the 
blackened remains of caterpillars adhering to the leaves. 

Egg batches can be removed by hand from small trees. 
This is a very effective means of control as small trees can 
be completely defoliated by the caterpillars from a single 
egg batch. However, this can be time-consuming and is 
unsuitable for controlling populations in large 
plantations. Caterpillars and unhatched cocoons can 

also be manually removed and destroyed. 

Note: Avoid touching the caterpillars with bare skin 
as the spines may cause severe local irritation. 

Further information on control options can be found in 
the Forest Protection Series Leaflet Cl - Control of insects 
011 eucalypts. 
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