EX

IC O

Y

N EW

TE
TA

College of Agriculture and
Home Economics

M

S

Cooperative Extension Service

U

Preventing Damage
from Clothes Moths
and Carpet Beetles

N

IV

E RSI

T

Guide C-504
Susan Wright, Extension Consumer Education Specialist
This publication is scheduled to be updated and reissued 3/06.

Pesky insects—so small you hardly notice them—
may be doing damage to garments and other textile
items around your home. Generally, you aren’t aware
of them until it’s too late. And the babies are the
culprits—eating their way through your sweaters,
jackets, and pants, or wool rugs and needlework as
they mature. Their parents do no damage—except to
leave behind their eggs from which the hungry larvae
hatch.
Most people know that clothes moths can do considerable damage, but carpet beetles can cause extensive damage if they are not controlled. Clothes moth
larvae are usually found on their food material. Carpet
beetle larvae are more adventurous and may crawl from
one room to another, or from one apartment to another.
They also can be found in bird and rodent nests.
HABITS
Mature insects deposit eggs in a variety of locations—clothing, upholstery, rugs or carpet, toys, animal skins or trophies, and even natural-bristle
brushes. As the eggs hatch, the larvae begin to feed
on animal-based materials: silk, wool, feathers, and
leather. They also have been known to eat fabrics
blended with wool and items soiled with food stains
or body oils.
Eggs and larvae of moths and beetles can be carried into homes on articles containing wool or other
animal fibers. Items such as secondhand furniture,
upholstered furniture, and other home furnishings can
be home for these pests. Clothes moth eggs or larvae
also can hide in woolen fabrics or rugs.
Adult clothes moths prefer darkness and quickly
hide when they are disturbed. Clothes moths are not
the moths seen flitting about lights. Adult clothes
moths are about 1/2 inch long and light tan in color.
They have narrow wings and prefer darkness.
Adult carpet beetles are attracted to the sunlight
and are known to feed outdoors on pollen of flowers.
The most common adult carpet beetles are small,
oval-shaped insects that are black with varied patterns

of orange and white. They are sometimes mistaken
for common garden lady beetles because of their
similar size and shape.
Two types of clothes moths damage textile items.
Casemaking clothes moth larvae (cream-colored caterpillars less than 1/2 inch long) spin protective cases
incorporating pieces of the items they are eating. The
cases, which they drag along as they move, eventually become tough cocoons in which the insect pupae
develop into adult moths. Webbing clothes moths
spin a silken web to form feeding tubes that they attach to the item being eaten (see fig. 1).
Carpet beetle larvae (about 1/8–1/4 inch long and
covered with hairs or bristles) do not spin webs or
make cocoons (fig. 2). As they mature, they shed
their skins, which look like living larvae. Carpet
beetles crawl from place to place as they eat, but may
be found in areas that do not provide any food. Fecal
pellets are found where beetles have been feeding.
Clothes moth and carpet beetle larvae feed in quiet,
dark areas—closets, attics, bureau drawers, storage
trunks or boxes. Items that are stored for long periods
are especially at risk. Such pests seldom infest items
used on a regular basis. They do not damage rugs and
carpets in regular traffic areas or where routinely
vacuumed. Areas next to the wall or under furniture
are likely targets for these hungry insect larvae.
PREVENTING AND CONTROLLING
INFESTATIONS
To prevent infestation by clothes moths and carpet
beetles, practice good housekeeping. If carpets and
rugs are vacuumed frequently and thoroughly, eggs
and larvae will be removed before damage can occur.
Vacuum upholstered furniture carefully. If you have
pets, pay special attention to removing animal hair—it
is a food source for moth and beetle larvae.
Decorative rugs and needlework displayed on the
walls of your home also should be vacuumed. Heirloom items that have been stored for safekeeping
should be inspected regularly.

Fig. 1
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Clothing and other textile items should be stored only
if clean. Storage areas should be kept clean. Vacuum the
floors, shelves, and walls to remove dust, webs, and any
inconspicuous eggs or pesky insect larvae.
Clothing and other textile items can be protected by
storing them in tight-fitting containers or carefully
sealed boxes with a moth repellent. The vapors of the
repellent are lethal to fabric pests only if they are
maintained at sufficient concentrations for a sufficient
amount of time. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions carefully. Generally, two to three weeks of treatment will ensure absolute kill of all stages of insect
pests—egg, larva, pupa, and adult.
After storage, air items for a few days before using
them to get rid of any odor. If items are washable,
launder them before using.
If you find that your home has an infestation of
clothes moths or carpet beetles, remove all items from
the infested area carefully. Vacuum the areas thoroughly and wash surfaces that have been in contact
with infested items. Be careful not to contaminate
other areas of your home.
If an insecticide is to be used in the infested area,
read and follow instructions for its use carefully. If a
spray is used, apply it to cracks and crevices and infested areas only. Do not spray walls and shelves. If
carpet is infested, it can be sprayed, especially along
baseboards and under furniture.
DO NOT directly spray clothing or bedding with
an insecticide. Remove all clothing, shoes, and other

Fig. 2. The life cycle of the carpet beetle
Carpet beetles undergo complete metamorphosis. The adult lives 20 to
60 days and lays 30 to 100 eggs, which hatch in 6 to 20 days. The larva
lasts 60 to 325 days. Both the larval and adult stages damage fabric.
(Actual size of adult 1/10–1/3 inch, or 2.5–5 mm.)

items from a closet or piece of furniture before the
insecticide is applied.
Before returning items to areas that were infested,
launder or dry-clean them. Both laundering in hot water and dry-cleaning will kill all stages of fabric pests.
Cleaning also will remove food stains or body oils,
which attract insects. Brushing and sunning items will
help to rid them of eggs and larvae. Brush items outdoors to prevent infestation of other items.
If items were heavily infested, it may be best to
discard them to avoid re-infesting the area. Then
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watch the area to be sure there is no damage to stored
items.
Many household pesticides commonly used to control ants, roaches, and fleas also can be used in storage areas to control fabric pests. These types of products can be purchased at the supermarket, drug store,
or hardware store. If you do not feel these products
will be sufficient to eliminate the infestation in your
home, a reputable professional can be contacted for
assistance.
Commercially available moth repellents include
paradichlorobenzene (PDB) and naphthalene crystals
(moth balls). Both are toxins and can be absorbed into
the body when vapors are inhaled, especially over an
extended period. Some individuals may be especially
sensitive to these products and should avoid their use.
When using a moth control product, do not place
the product directly on fabric. Some fabrics and fabric
dyes are adversely affected by the products. Place the
product on a paper or between layers of paper to protect the items when using in storage boxes or trunks.
If a garment bag is used, suspend the moth control
product in an old sock or nylon stocking at the top of
the bag. Be sure clothing is stored loosely so fumes
can filter throughout the bag.
These repellents create vapors that are heavier than
air, so they should be placed in the storage area above
the items. Do not use them when plastic hangers or
plastic buttons, belts, or trim are involved. Plastics
may react with PDB and naphthalene and be permanently damaged.
Some dried herbs and other natural materials are
thought to help repel insects—cedar, eucalyptus, pennyroyal, lavender, and tansy. Care should be used
with such products because some of them are toxic.
Always read the label and follow instructions carefully.
Cedar-lined closets and cedar chests can help prevent infestation if they can be sealed tightly. After
several years, however, the volatile oils that provide
the protection may dry up and no longer be effective.
Freezing can be used as a method to control fabric
pests. To be effective, store items at 0°F for a mini-

mum of 48 to 72 hours. Kill can be achieved at 10°F,
but the items must be stored much longer. This
method works best for small items such as stuffed animals, feather accessories, or items difficult to launder
or dry-clean.
When freezing items, place them in polyethylene
bags, squeeze out excess air, and seal tightly. After
the prescribed amount of time in the freezer, remove
the item to the refrigerator to thaw slowly. Items can
be removed from the bag after coming to room temperature. Or store the items in the polyethylene bag.
To guarantee a complete insect kill, it is recommended that you immediately repeat the process before removing contents from the bag.
Cold storage is an effective way to protect previously uninfested furs and other items from insect
damage. It does not kill the eggs or larvae. It simply
prevents the larvae from feeding. Infested items
should be cleaned prior to cold storage.
Mothproofing is a chemical treatment given to fabrics that protects them from insects without leaving
any odor. If an item is labeled “mothproof” or “moth
resistant,” the protective chemical must have been applied when the item was manufactured. The process is
considered permanent. At this time, there is no mothproofing product available for consumer application.
The best way to protect your clothing and furnishings from damage from fabric-eating insects is to use
the following measures:
• Purchase items the manufacturer has treated so
they resist clothes moths and carpet beetles.
• Apply protective treatments to likely targets of
clothes moth and carpet beetle infestation.
• Practice good housekeeping so the insects do
not have a chance to lay eggs, which hatch into
hungry larvae.
• When necessary, use insecticide or a natural repellent to discourage insects from infesting your
home. If you discover a heavy infestation of insects in your home, contact a reputable pest control firm to help remedy the problem.
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