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Introduction

The oleander caterpillar, Syntomeida epilais 
Walker, a bright orange caterpillar with tufts of long 
black hairs, is a common sight on oleanders in Florida 
and southern Georgia. In southern regions of Florida 
the oleander caterpillar can cause considerable 
defoliation. This species is the only caterpillar pest of 
concern on this ornamental plant, although a related 
species, the spotted oleander caterpillar, Empyreuma 
affinis Rothschild, may be found occasionally in 
south Florida and the Keys. 

DIstribution

The oleander caterpillar is a native of the 
Caribbean region. Its range extends from northern 
South America, through Central America into 
Mexico, and from many Caribbean islands into 
Florida and coastal regions of southeastern states. It is 
a year round inhabitant of south Florida and the Keys 
but is usually killed by cold winter temperatures in 
northern and north-central Florida only to recolonize 
these areas the following spring. The original host 
plant is thought to be a now relatively rare beach- or 
pineland-inhabiting vine, Echites umbellata Jacq. 
However, the oleander caterpillar is thought to have 
switched over to feeding on oleander when the 
Spanish introduced this Mediterranean ornamental 
plant in the 17th century. The geographic distribution 
of the oleander caterpillar in America now coincides 
with that of oleander except that the caterpillar is not 
found in California.

Description

The adult stage (Figure 1) of the oleander 
caterpillar is sometimes called the "polka-dot wasp 
moth". Wasp moth is the common name given to the 
subfamily of arctiid moths to which this species 




