Carrot Rust Fly


What a beautiful fall morning.  Crisp, with just a cold nip in the air.  A good day for a pot of hot stew and biscuits.  Out to the garden you go to pull some of those beautiful carrots and parsnips you’ve grown.  What’s this!  The carrots look awful.  They have black/brown holes and tunnels in them and some even have soft spots.  The tops are so pretty and green.  What happened? 


You, my friend, have just been introduced to the carrot rust fly.  This is a nasty little critter that can cause serious damage, not only to your carrots and parsnips, but also to your celery and parsley.  


A rust colored material (frass or insect droppings) inside the tunnels gives the insect its name.  Damage increases the longer the plants are left in the ground.  But even pulling the carrots and storing them doesn’t stop this guy because the maggots continue to feed even in the stored carrot.


The adult fly lays her eggs on the top of the soil in May and June and it only takes a few days for the eggs to hatch into maggots.  The maggot is the part of the insect’s life cycle that does damage to the plants.  They only feed off the plant for about a month.  Then they turn into the pupa stage for another month.  Then the pupa hatches into the adult fly and the cycle begins again.  The flies overwinter as puparia in the ground or as maggots in the roots.


The damage to your plants can be reduced, but not eliminated by using a registered insecticide (follow directions on the label) in the furrow before you plant.  Using a floating row cover can help; however, be sure not to plant your carrots in an area that was infested last year and seal it well at your soil line.  You can also alter your carrot planting and plant later than usual, say mid-June, after the early adults have emerged and dispersed.


Once you find the damaged crops, pull up and put into a closed garbage can.  This can help cut down on the next crop of carrot rust fly.  Unfortunately, there is no magic or complete cure. Using some, or all of these ideas should help with this pest.  Keep trying!

