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By Jennifer Walsh Cary, BMEDDAC Public Affairs 

VILSECK, Germany – If the average person was to list the health risks in their neighborhood, caterpillars probably wouldn’t make the cut. But if you’re living in Bavaria, maybe they should. 

The Oak Processionary and Pine Processionary Caterpillars that are common to the Bavaria footprint – and potentially your backyard - carry a toxin in their hairs that could cause an allergic reaction in some people, especially children.

“Exposure to the hairs may result in rash-like symptoms indicated by small red spots on the skin which itch and are sometimes painful,” Staff Sgt. Frederick Beck, Preventive Medicine NCOIC, said. “Other symptoms include skin and eye irritations and occasional respiratory symptoms.”

The reaction occurs when there is direct contact with the hairs either by touching the caterpillar itself or from an airborne hair that lands on the skin. According to Beck, the hairs are environmentally stable and can exist outside a former nesting area for up to a year. With each caterpillar sporting approximately 63,000 hairs, it can quickly become a “hairy” situation when there is a nest containing hundreds to thousands of caterpillars in a neighborhood. 

“If you see a small nest, there’s probably quite a few of them in that area. The first thing you should do is go to housing and notify them that you have a nest of caterpillars in your neighborhood,” Beck said. “The Directorate of Public Works will come in with a team that will spray down the nest with a bonding agent to keep the hairs from flying from the nest. Then they’ll take it away and burn it.” 

Beck stressed that the hair itself isn’t the problem. Rather it’s the toxin that is contained within the hair that could cause an asthmatic reaction in people. Much like having an allergy to bee stings, having an allergy to caterpillars is hit or miss.

“Some people could go swimming in a sea of caterpillars and they’re fine,” Beck said. “Other people are really sensitive to these particular caterpillars and could have an allergic reaction.” 

Most reactions, such as skin rashes, go away on their own or can be treated using hydrocortisone cream or Benadryl, according to Beck. He said if the reaction is more severe to make an appointment at the local health clinic. 

Children usually have worse allergic reactions than adults and are also more likely to come in direct contact with the caterpillars. Not all caterpillars pose a health risk, but if a child is playing with a hairy, brown caterpillar Beck recommends parents take it away and monitor their child for an allergic reaction.  

“Unless your child has a reaction, they should be fine,” Beck said. “I would say it takes anywhere from one to three hours for your basic type of reaction to occur.”

The best way to avoid caterpillars and their hairs is to wear long-sleeved clothing when hiking or playing in the woods; to shower immediately after coming in from outdoors; and to wash outerwear, such as jackets, on a frequent basis. 

“A lot of people wear the same jacket every time they go outside, but they don’t wash it,” Beck said. “They put it on later and wonder why they’re itchy. It’s because things like these hairs get stuck to your clothing and can cause problems later.”

Ultimately, the best defense is a good offense. These caterpillars are not only a health risk, but they’re also an environmental risk because of how quickly they devour full-grown trees. If you see a caterpillar nest in your neighborhood, report it to housing right away.

“Their goal is to feed and transition to the next stage of life,” Beck said. “If there’s not a control in place, they will take over everything.”
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Photo caption (can be used with either photo): 
Photo by: Staff Sgt. Frederick Beck
An Oak Processionary Caterpillar nest found in a military housing area on South Camp July 8. If found in a military housing area, immediately report the location of the nest to the garrison housing office. 
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