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INVITE A GOOD BUG TO LUNCH 
IN YOUR GARDEN

By Ginger Easton Smith

Invite bugs into our garden?  Why would we want them in our yard or garden?  Well, the “good” ones provide many valuable services. Beneficial insects are often grouped into the three groups: pollinators, predators and parasitoids.  Bees are the most well-known, but not the only, pollinators.  Without them, many plants would not produce the fruits, vegetables, fiber, nuts or seeds we are so dependent on.  Attracting pollinators to your yard and garden may increase the yield of your garden.  

Certain other insects with their habit of feasting on the critters we consider pests should be welcomed into the garden.  Aphids, which slurp the juices out of many of our favorite plants, are apparently tasty little morsels to lady bugs, for example.  Predators, such as lady bugs and most spiders, feed on one of more stage of other insects.  Parasitoids, or parasites, lay their eggs in other insects, as the eggs hatch, the young use the “host” insect as their food source, devouring them from the inside out.  Parasitoids are most likely to be teeny, weeny wasps that do not bother people.  They are so little in fact, most of us never even notice them. 

These helpful insects can cut down on the populations of insects that munch on or suck the liquid out of the plants we are trying to grow, as well as likely giving a boost to our garden’s productivity.  Letting the natural balance in the insect world work itself out is the best way to control pest insects in a yard or garden, much better even than using natural or organic pesticides.  However, a yard, garden, or farm has been changed from its natural state, so making it more attractive to natural enemies can help restore the balance.

Not unlike humans, insects need food and a place to live, and they need it year round in our climate with its moderate winters. Many plants help fulfill this need.  Flowering plants produce the nectar that many beneficials feed on.  A good diet will also enable parasitoids to lay many more eggs, infecting more pestiferous bugs. 

Tall plants, short plants, plants with small leaves and those with large leaves provide resting or hiding places for all sorts of insects.  A wide diversity of plants provides food, pollen, and many different sizes and shapes of flowers, and habitats; attracting and providing a place for various types of pollinators and natural enemies of other insects.   

Beyond these generalities, what do you plant to make your garden attractive to good bugs?  Lanceleaf coreopsis (Coreopsis lanceolata), common boneset (Eupatorium perfoliatum), goldenrod (Solidago sp.), aster, penstemon, golden zizia or golden Alexanders (Zizia aurea), and spotted bee balm or horsemint (Monarda punctata), are just a few of the plants native to Texas which have been shown to attract natural enemies and pollinators.  They are all very pretty as well!


Since you’ll need more choices and insects need food every month, use the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center website to find other flowering south Texas plants.  The Wildflower Center, (don’t tell anyone but it is a part of the University of Texas) is an incredible resource.  Just go to www.wildflower.org, select “Explore Plants”, and then “Recommended Species” which takes you to a map.  Page down below the map, and under the heading “Value to Beneficial Insects”, such as “Special Value to Native Bees” and “Supports Conservation Biological Control” (attracts beneficials). Narrow your search by selecting Texas, and whatever characteristics you wish, such as whether you want an annual or perennial, or have a site in the sun, shade or part shade.  When done (and you don’t have to select for every category), click on “narrow your search” and you’ll get a list of plants from vines to trees! To continue the quest to provide nectar year round, just select a month under “bloom time”, and see what plants are on the list.  Repeat for other months.


You can also get recommended species by going back to the map and selecting the south Texas portion, then again narrow your search.  It’s not necessary to select state or province if you clicked on the map already.  You might want to cross reference the list you get for attracting bees or natural enemies with the south Texas list to make sure the plants are something that grows well in this more specific climate.


So, have a healthier, more productive landscape and garden by inviting some bugs to lunch, maybe they’ll set up housekeeping.  
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