
What is a sawfly?
Sawflies are a group of insects closely related to bees, wasps 

and ants but they don’t sting. They have a larval stage that 

feeds on certain plants. Some species of sawfly will only feed 

on one species of plant, which makes them easier to identify!

Where can we find them?
Gardens are like mini nature reserves for insects.  You can 

help us to find sawflies by looking for their larvae (they look 

like caterpillars) in your garden. 

Have a look around your garden this summer. Some larvae 

may be easy to spot and others harder to find. You may notice 

leaf damage before you notice the larvae. Be aware that some 

species deliberately drop from the plant when disturbed (to 

avoid being eaten by birds) so you may want to catch any that 

fall in your hand or on a piece of paper to get a better look. 

How you can help
Sawflies are under-recorded and we want to better understand 

how they are doing in our changing climate and other 

environmental pressures such as pesticides and habitat loss.

Have a look at the list of sawflies in this leaflet and see if you 

can find any in your garden.  You can help by taking pictures of 

any sawfly larvae that you see from the list and submitting your 

images online (www.brc.ac.uk/irecord/garden-sawflies).  
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Sawfly larvae to look for…
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The Pale-spotted Gooseberry and the Blackcurrant Sawfly larvae are difficult to tell apart but the 

former prefers gooseberry plants and the latter prefers blackcurrants. The Pale-spotted Gooseberry 

Sawfly has one generation per year and the larvae can be found in May and July.  The other 

species can have several generations each year and can be found from April to September.

Gooseberries and currants

There are four sawfly species that feed on gooseberry, blackcurrant and redcurrant plants: 

Common Gooseberry Sawfly (Euura ribesii), Pale-spotted Gooseberry Sawfly (Euura leucotrocha), 

Blackcurrant Sawfly (Euura olfaciens) and the Small Gooseberry Sawfly (Pristiphora appendiculata). 

Sometimes these species can be a pest completely defoliating a bush and are easy to notice. 
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Berberis and mahonia

One sawfly species feeds on berberis and mahonia: the Berberis 

Sawfly (Arge berberidis). They can occur in reasonable numbers 

causing significant defoliation to plants, though these usually 

recover well. There are two or three generations in a season and 

larvae can be found from June to September. 
Berberis Sawfly
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Honeysuckles and snowberry

There are three sawfly species (plus a few generalists) that feed on honeysuckle, snowberry and 

pheasant berry (Leycestaria) plants: Common Honeysuckle Sawfly (Abia lonicerae), Scarce 

Honeysuckle Sawfly (Abia aenea) and the Banded Honeysuckle Sawfly (Abia fasciata). These three 

species occur in small numbers with only one or two larvae present on a plant. The larvae of the 

three species are broadly similar. They are a grey-green colour and develop black and yellow 

markings as they grow. When taking your photo please try to get a side on view of the biggest 

larvae when their markings are showing. June to September. Look for nibbled leaves. 
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Yellow loosestrife

Only one sawfly species feeds on yellow loosestrife: the 

Loosestrife Sawfly (Monostegia abdominalis). They have 

several generations in a season often occurring in large 

numbers and can defoliate plants.  The grey-green larvae can 

be found from June onwards.
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Sawfly larvae to look for…

Solomon’s seal

There is only one sawfly species that feeds on Solomon’s seal 

and false Solomon’s seal: Solomon’s Seal Sawfly (Phymatocera 
aterrima) The grey larvae can strip the plant bare and can be 

found from June onwards. Note: Look on martagon lily for a 

similar looking larvae which may or may not be in Britain! 

Aquilegia

There are two sawfly species that feed on aquilegia: 

Columbine sawfly (Pristiphora rufipes) and Euura 
caeruleocarpus (a generalist that feeds on many plants). The 

Columbine Sawfly larvae can be found from late May 

onwards.

Hardy geraniums

There are three sawfly species that feed 

on geraniums, two of which may be 

found in gardens: Crane’s-bill Sawfly 

(Macrophya albipuncta) and the 

Geranium Sawfly (Ametastegia carpini). 
The latter species makes long holes in 

leaves by eating between the leaf veins. 

Larvae can be found from June onwards.
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Yellow Flag Iris and other water-side irises

There is only one sawfly species that feeds on yellow flag iris 

and other water-side garden irises: the Yellow Flag Sawfly 

(Rhadinoceraea micans). Larvae eat from the edge of the leaf 

blade. April to August.
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Sawfly larvae to look for…

Pear and plum trees

There are numerous sawfly species that feed on pear, plum and related trees (blackthorn, 

hawthorn, etc). There are two species in particular that are easy to recognise.  

The Social Pear Sawfly (Neurotoma saltuum) is a gregarious species where the orange larvae live 

together in a web of silk. They move along a branch eating and spinning as they go. They feed on 

pear, hawthorn and also plum, cherry, medlar and cotoneaster and can be found in June and July.

The Pear and Cherry Slugworm (Caliroa cerasi) occurs singly, grazing on the upper surface of the 

leaves of pear, cherries, hawthorn, cotoneaster, and occasionally on plum, medlar and almond.  As 

their name suggests they look wet and slimy. There are two generations and can be found from 

May to October.
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Roses

Plenty of sawfly species feed on roses.  There are two species that are easy to recognise and a 

further two species that we can have a go at with a bit of extra searching.  The former are the 

Rose Leaf-roller Sawfly (Blennocampa phyllocolpa) and the Rose Slug Sawfly (Endelomyia 
aethiops).  The latter are the Dark Rose Fuse-horn Sawfly (Arge pagana) and the Pale Rose Fuse-

horn (Arge ochropus).

The Rose Leaf-roller Sawfly larvae hide in a roll created along the edge of rose leaves and they 

graze on the inside of the roll. Look for rose leaves that are curled downwards on either side, not 

upwards. Larvae from April to August. A photograph of the rolled leaf is sufficient.

The Rose Slug Sawfly larvae are up to 15mm long, green and feed singly on the surface of rose 

leaves causing small skeletonised patches. Larvae from May to July.

The Fuse-horn Sawfly larvae are more obvious, defoliating rose branches, but are difficult to tell 

apart. Once found, look along the branch for the scar that they emerged from. A scar with a 

double “herring-bone” row of cells is Arge pagana and a single row is Arge ochropus. Try to get 

close up pictures of the head of the larvae and the black spot on the tail. 
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More sawfly larvae…
With roughly 550 sawfly species in Britain and Ireland, it is quite likely that you will find other 

sawfly larvae on these and other plants in your garden, along with caterpillars of butterflies and 

moths. We would be interested to see pictures of any sawfly larvae that you find.

How do I know if it is a sawfly larva or a caterpillar?

Sawfly larvae are quite variable but the basic structure is usually recognisable though you will need 

to look closely at them.  

Sawfly larvae have six or more pairs of prolegs (including the clasper at the tail). These are the 

fleshy false legs that follow behind the six true legs at the front of the larva.  Butterfly and moth 

caterpillars on the other hand have five or fewer pairs of prolegs (including the clasper at the tail).

Credit Colin Le BoutillierCredit Andrew Green

Though not always possible to see without a good hand lens or microscope, sawfly larvae have a 

single pair of eyes (stemmata) whereas caterpillars have six pairs of stemmata. Often the head of a 

sawfly larva looks more discrete from the body, whereas the head of a caterpillar can look more 

fused with the body. Here are a few examples of other sawfly species.
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Euura cadderensis

Fig.1 Sawfly larvae Fig.2 Butterfly and moth larvae



What information do we need?
1. Take photos from different angles. Ideally, we would like a photo taken from 

above the larva and another taken from the side. It is also useful to get a 

close up of the head end and the tail end. If your phone or camera has it, use 

the macro mode to get good close ups.

2. Note down what species you think you have found, and what plant you found 

it on and the date you found it. If you aren’t sure of the sawfly species, you 

can join the Facebook group (see below) and post some pictures on there.

Thank you for helping. Happy hunting!

For further information on sawflies visit us at: www.sawflies.org.uk

Search Facebook “British and Irish Sawflies (Symphyta)”
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How to enter your records
1. Enter your sawfly observation online.

Go to www.brc.ac.uk/irecord/garden-sawflies, or download the iRecord App, 

and fill in as much information as you can.  If using the App, please add the 

name of the food plant as a comment.  Once we receive your information, we 

will check it and add it to the national database. 

2. The basic information that iRecord will ask you for is your name, the date 

when you found your sawfly, the sawfly species you found and finally the place 

where you found the sawfly. The location should be a village or town name 

and a grid reference. You can zoom in or out on the map in iRecord or enter 

your postcode in the “Search for a location on the map” box and then use the 

map to pinpoint the grid reference of your garden. There are also phone apps 

to find grid references, or you can use https://gridreferencefinder.com/ . 

Finally, we would like you to enter the life cycle stage as pre-adult in the 

“stage” box and add the name of the plant it was on in the “comments” box.
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