WHICH INSECT PEST IS IT?

APHIDS, SOOTY MOLD, WHITE FLIES, CITRUS BLACK FLY, MEALYBUG, SCALE, SPIDERMITES, LEAF CUT BEES AND LEAF MINERS

BY JOAN HOWIE


Sometimes gardeners must become a Sherlock Holmes to solve horticultural crimes. The curved pipe isn’t necessary although the magnifying glass will be invaluable, for garden culprits are often tiny, almost invisible to the naked eye. The clues are there if we look carefully. Once identified, control measures can be taken.


Clue number one: curled or cupped leaves. Aphids may be involved since spring is the season when these pests are most active – days are cool and tender new growth is there for the taking. Aphids are soft-bodied, pear shaped insects less than 1/8 inch long, and in shades of green, yellow, red, gray or black. They are the most prolific breeders of all insects, leaving behind up to 100 off spring during a six day life span. If it seems like aphids are always present, they are; many generations are produced during all but the coldest weeks of the year. Aphids attack any part of the plant – leaf, flowers, bark or root and their victims range from indoor greenery to trees. Right now these no-goods are hard at work in the vegetable patch, sucking juices from buds and leaves while injecting crop-destroying viruses.


Clue number two ; ants crawling on plants. Once again aphids may be lurking under the leaves, although many insect species produce sugary honeydews that ants feed on. Ants often tend aphids like shepherd tend sheep so they will have a source of the nectar. Root aphids eggs are even cared for by ants during winter and then returned to the plants in spring.


Clue number three: black sooty mold on stems and leaves. Although aphids may be to blame, any honeydew-forming insect will provide the substance on which mold spores grow, including white flies, citrus black flies, mealey bugs and some scales. Both white and black flies are tiny winged insects while mealey bugs are usually cottony looking crawlers as are some scale insects. Scales move only in the early stages, later they are permanently attach themselves to plant parts, but can be flicked off with a fingernail.


Clue number four: leaves appear stipled or thin and dry. This clue often leads to spider mites, AKA red spider. Undersides of leaves may show black specs or faint webbing, but the best way to find these minute fellows is to shake the leaf over a piece of white paper and look for reddish mites with the magnifying glass. Spider mites can kill healthy plants almost before the first damage is observed. Both marigolds and tomatoes are favorite food, so if marigolds are used a nematode inhibitors around the tomato bed, both should be checked frequently for red spider. (The best way to use marigolds a nematode control is to plant the entire bed with the correct strain of marigold and not plant a vegetable crop until the next season.) In the early stage, streams of water can be used to wash off red spiders, while kelthane is a miticide to use if water doesn’t control them. When plants become heavily infested with red spider, they should be removed from the garden to prevent the mites spread.


Clue number five: round holes cut in the leaves of roses, bougainvilleas or other ornamentals. This perpetrator won’t be found as he has cut and flown; round holes are the signatures of leaf cutting bees. They cut leaves to feed their offspring developing in burrows formed in plant stems often roses. Stems die back to the place the tunnel starts.

Clue number six: light colored trails on the surface of leaves. These are the results of leaf miners and are more unsightly than crop damaging.

