Your Garden


Gardens are really artificial environments with respect to plants and insects.  We’ve chosen the plants, which may or may not be native plants.  Why not choose beneficial insects as well?  By using chemical pesticides indiscriminately, the balance of nature is upset often creating worse problems than they solve.  Choosing and using natural enemies or beneficial insects offers numerous advantages.  


Aphids, scale, mites, and other highly reproductive insects will always be with us. Obliteration or total extermination is not possible, so reducing the numbers should be our focus.


Nature provides an army of allies.  We’ll focus on a couple of them, which can be bought locally and released into your garden.  Convergent ladybird beetles (Hippodamia convergen), commonly called ladybugs, and green lacewings (Chrysopa spp.) are commonly sold in nurseries and farm supply stores.


Ladybird beetles don’t fly at night, so release them into your garden at dusk after watering the garden.  To discourage them from flying away, spray them with a soft drink solution to “glue” their wings.  Ladybird beetles have been released in the millions throughout our national forests to attack aphids.  Consequently some of you have experienced large numbers hibernating over the winter in your homes or garages.  These are the Asian ladybird beetles.  The native Convergent ladybird beetles migrate to mountain foothills to hibernate in late summer.  They’ll fly back in early spring.  They are seldom attacked by predators (birds) as they have distasteful body fluids.


Some insects, like green lacewings (Chrysopa ssp.), give off foul-smelling substances when handled.  The golden-eyed adult, with their clear wings extending beyond their light green bodies, nibble only on nectar, pollen and honeydew (aphid excrement).  However, their larvae prey on mites, scales, and leafhoppers, as well as aphids.  Sometimes the larvae carry the shriveled bodies of their prey on their backs in addition to bits of debris to camouflage their soft bodies.  Both ladybird beetle larvae and green lacewing larvae are alligator-shaped and grow to one quarter inch (ladybird beetle) and to three-eighths inch (green lacewing).  The green lacewing larvae have distinctive sickle-shaped jaws.  Lacewings have a cannibalistic tendency.  When food supplies run short, they will prey on other lacewing larvae and eggs, so nurseries will sell them in their larvae or egg stage mixed with rice hulls or vermiculite to keep eggs separated.


Nectar-producing flowers will draw beneficial insects.  Early bloomers, such as pansies and alyssum are good choices, as are lavender, cosmos, cornflowers and goldenrod.  If these insects are in short supply in your garden, you can buy them at a nursery and farm supply store or by mail.  Suppliers recommend releasing one cup to one quart of these insects to home gardens gradually freeing the adults very gently on or at the base of each plant over several evenings.  Distribute eggs or larvae on plants allowing one to five per square foot of garden space.

