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Despite what the name implies, sawflies are not true flies (Diptera) but in the same order as bees, ants 
and wasps (Hymenoptera).  They are considered primitive wasps, dating back 250 million years to the 
Triassic age.  The majority are herbivores, feeding on the foliage of many different plants.  

The adults, which eat very little, are usually seen in late spring or early summer.  They differ in 
appearance from wasps since they have a thick waist, whereas wasps are narrow between the abdomen 
and thorax. In addition, sawflies are usually about ½ inch long at most, can be colorful, and have no 
stinger.  

The name, “sawfly” is derived from the adult female’s saw-like abdominal appendage that she uses to 
cut into leaves, petioles or stems to deposit her eggs. The eggs are either scattered across the leaf 
surface, along the edge of the leaf, or on a leaf vein. They can be laid singly or in groups of 30-90, which 
are called rafts or pods and are either inserted into the plant tissue or glued to the surface.  As the eggs 
develop, they often expand in size so that they may end up partially projecting from the leaf surface.  

The eggs hatch in 2-8 weeks, depending on the weather and the species. The larvae emerge in early 
spring and look very similar to caterpillars. The difference between caterpillars and sawfly larvae lies in 
the number of prolegs. Caterpillars have 2-5 pairs of prolegs on the abdomen where sawflies have 6 or 
more.   

The adults emerge in the spring or early summer and live only a few days to a week, just long enough to 
develop and lay eggs.  Unlike many other insects which disperse as soon as they hatch, sawflies often 
stay together to feed in groups and therefore can quickly defoliate parts of their host plant.   

There are many different species of sawflies, each of which feeds on specific plants or groups of related 
plants.  Species include the European pine sawfly, White pine sawfly, Roseslug sawfly, pear sawfly, Birch 
leafminer, Elm, Dogwood, and Columbine sawfly, just to name a few.   

The damage done by sawflies varies by species. Some larvae chew openly on foliage while others feed 
within leaves that they roll or web with silk.  Some tunnel inside leaves or stems. Healthy trees and 
shrubs can usually tolerate some defoliation without significant damage to the plant.  But some species 
that extensively defoliate may cause decline and sometimes the death of conifers and plants that are 
young or already unhealthy from other causes.   

Predators help regulate sawfly populations in natural habitats. In the landscape, larvae can be removed 
from trees and killed by squishing them or dropping them into boiling water.  Since sawfly larvae look 
like caterpillars, you have to make sure what you are dealing with before you try any type of chemical to 
remove them.   

 


