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Mystery of the Falling Branches

“Every morning when I go outside I find small tree branches laying in the yard,”

the caller said. “I thought the neighbor’s kids might be doing it but they denied it. I don’t

think a dog drug the branches into the yard because there are no teeth marks on them. Is

there some other animal that might drag tree branches into a lawn?” Calls like this are

common in late summer and early fall. You see, there is an animal that leaves small

branches and twigs from trees laying in your lawn. It’s not a dog, a weasel, a skunk or

Bigfoot. In fact, it is an insect called the “twig girdler” that is responsible. It doesn’t drag

the branches into the lawn, it drops them from above.

Ok, those of us who have wooded home sites expect to have tree branches falling

into the lawn from time to time. Twig girdler activity is different, however. The ends of

the branches look as if they had been cut with a knife or mechanical pruners. That is

because the insect goes around and around the branch in a ring progressively chewing

deeper into the wood. This “girdles” the branch and weakens it to the point that it finally

falls. Sometimes, if the branches don’t fall immediately, the homeowner may notice

dieback in these few isolated twigs.

Twig girdler activity is most common in pecan trees but it does attack other trees

as well. They sometimes strike oak, hickory, persimmon, elm, poplar, gum, basswood,

sourwood, dogwood, and some fruit trees.

Adult twig girdlers begin to show up in early September in our area. They are

hard shelled beetles about 5/8 inch long. They feed on the bark of small twigs. Feeding

damage to the tree is minor and usually goes unnoticed. Female twig girdlers select small

branches usually with a diameter of about 3/8 inch for egg laying activity. First, they

girdle the twig. Then, the female lays individual eggs in small slits or pits that she makes

under the smooth bark of the twig. The twig may remain attached to the tree for some

time before it finally breaks off and falls to the ground. Consider it the insect version of

the stork dropping a baby down the chimney.

The eggs hatch 20-25 days after they are laid. This is usually in early October.

The developing larvae tunnel into the branch and feed on branch tissue for most of the

following year. By mid August or early September the larvae is fully grown. They then

block off the tunnel they have created and pupate inside the twig. By early September

the new adults begin to chew their way out of the twigs where they were born. After

emerging from the girdled twigs they find new host trees on which to feed and they cycle

begins anew. Twig girdlers only produce one generation per year.

The damage from twig girdlers is usually minor. A few severed branches in a

mature tree are of little consequence. If the pest finds its way to a young tree the effect

may be much more severe. The main stem or major scaffold branches of young trees can

be damaged by twig girdlers although this is not common.

I don’t usually recommend using pesticides to control twig girdlers. The best

control method is to simply gather the fallen twigs and burn them or bag and dispose of

them. This removes the developing larvae which will create problems next year. If you

live next to a wooded area, of course, there is always the possibility that newly developed

adults may move onto your property. I think of twig girdlers as an occasional pest that

normally does only incidental damage to trees. So don’t get excited if a few show up

again next year. Now you know what to do with them!

