Common Beneﬁcial Insects of the Home Garden
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Also called the “lady bird,” this insect is more correctly called a “lady beetle.”
Many diﬀerent types of lady beetles are found in North America, and almost all
are considered highly valuable predatory insects.
PREY Mainly soft-bodied insects, such as aphids, mealy bugs and scale
insect, but also feeds on egg masses of many other insects. The soft-bodied,
unattractive, black-and-orange larvae of this insect do not resemble the familiar
hard-bodied parents, but the larvae are ferocious, with an insatiable appetite for
aphids.
HABITAT PLANTS Coyote Brush Baccharis pilularis, Yarrow Achillea spp.,
California Lilac Ceanothus spp., Coﬀeeberry Rhamnus californica, Milkweed
Aesclepias spp., Native Grasses.

GREEN LACEWING

Green lacewings are easily recognized by their large, delicate and usually
transparent wings, with green and black venation. The ﬁerce-looking mouth
parts of the lacewing larvae help to reinforce its common name of “aphid lion.”
The brown lacewing is similar in appearance except for color, and is half as
large. It is more common in the USA, where it is often called the “aphid wolf.”
PREY Lacewing larvae have an enormous appetite for aphids, but they also
feed on mealy bugs, whiteﬂies, and other small larvae and eggs of many insects
and mites. Adults may feed on insects as well, or only nectar and pollen,
depending upon the particular species.
HABITAT PLANTS California Lilac Ceanothus spp., Hollyleaf Cherry
Prunus ilicifolia.
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LADY BEETLE

Big-eyed bugs get their name from their proportionately large eyes on tiny
bodies. They are sold commercially for pest control and easy to breed as well.
Big-eyed bugs undergo incomplete metamorphosis, without a pupal stage. The
larva is also referred to as nymph.
PREY Both adults and larvae are predatory, feeding on insect eggs, other bugs
including white ﬂies, small caterpillars, ﬂea beetles, and mites. Adults may also
feed on nectar when prey is scarce.
HABITAT PLANTS Native Grasses, Silver Lace Vine Polygonum spp.
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/4 to 3/4 inch

1

Regularly found where aphids are present in agricultural, landscape, and
gardens. Adults of this stingless ﬂy hover around ﬂowers, have black and yellow
bands on their abdomen and are often confused with honeybees. Adults feed
on pollen and nectar, while the larvae feed on insects. Females lay their whitish
to gray oblong eggs, each measuring 1 mm (1/32 inch), singly on their sides
usually near aphids. Larvae are legless and maggot-shaped, usually green but
can be yellow, whitish or brown, and most have a yellow stripe down the back.
PREY Predatory larvae species feed on aphids and other soft-bodied insects. A
single larva can consume hundreds of aphids in a month.
HABITAT PLANTS Coyote Brush Baccharis pilularis, Yarrow Achillea spp.,
California Lilac Ceanothus spp., Coﬀeeberry Rhamnus californica, Buckwheat
Eriogonum spp.
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PARASITIC WASPS
There are thousands of species of parasitic wasps. Adults are ordinarily minute
or microscopic in size (ranging from 1/100 to 3/4 inch long) and usually go
unnoticed and unappreciated. These hard-to-see insects have black or metallic
colors on the body. Females of many species have a spine-like egg-laying
structure (ovipositor) at the tip of the abdomen. They lay their eggs in or on
the bodies of other insects. After hatching, the wasp larvae feed on the inside or
outside of the body of the host insect.
PREY These parasites usually reduce the feeding or vitality of the host and
will eventually kill it. An example is the Braconid Wasp larvae that will hatch
on hornworms that destroy tomatoes, or the adult, which feeds on aphids that
damage many landscape plants. Other caterpillars, mealybugs, and leafhoppers
are hosts for various species of wasps.
HABITAT PLANTS Yarrow Achillea spp., Buckwheat Eriogonum spp., Toyon
Heteromeles arbutifolia.

GROUND BEETLE

Over 2,500 species are known in North America. Their shape and color varies
greatly. While some species are pests, the vast majority are beneﬁcial. Beneﬁcial
Carabids resemble plant-feeding darkling beetles, but unlike darkling beetles,
carabids have enlarged basal segments (trochanters) on their hind legs. Darkling
beetles’ antennae are attached beneath a distinct ridge on each side of their
head; carabids lack this ridge.)
PREY Both adult and larval carabids are predatory, feeding on soil dwelling
insects and invertebrates—including small snails and slugs, and tomato
hornworms. They also eat eggs and larvae of root maggots, caterpillars, aphids,
beetle larvae and weed seeds.
HABITAT PLANTS Yerba Buena Satureja douglasii and other low-growing
native plants. Also found in organic mulch on the ground.

TACHINID FLY

The family Tachinidae is the most important family of parasitic ﬂies providing
biological control. Adults measure < 1/2 inch, are often dark, robust, hairy and
resemble houseﬂies, but with very stout bristles at the tips of their abdomens.
Some female tachinids possess a piercing ovipositor and insert their eggs into
the host body. In all cases, tachinid maggots feed internally in their hosts and
exit the host body to pupate.
PREY Tachinid ﬂy larva parasitize various caterpillars, stink bugs, and squash
bugs.
HABITAT PLANTS Yarrow Achillea spp., Coﬀeeberry Rhamnus californica,
Buckwheat Eriogonum spp., Toyon Heteromeles arbutifolia.

MINUTE PIRATE BUG

Adult minute pirate bugs are generalist predators and are often the ﬁrst and
most common predaceous insects to appear in the spring. The species undergo
incomplete metamorphosis, without a pupa stage. The larva is also referred to
as nymph.
PREY Both adults and larvae feed on insect eggs and small insects such as
psyllids, thrips, mites, aphids, whiteﬂies, and small caterpillars. Minute pirate
bugs also help to control corn earworm, white ﬂies, and leafhoppers.
HABITAT PLANTS Yarrow Achillia spp., Coyote Brush Baccharis pilularis,
Buckwheat Eriogonum spp.
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Common Pests of the Home Garden
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APHIDS

There are more than 200 species of these small, soft-bodied insects. Many are
speciﬁc to particular species of plants, and can be various colors. They have a
distinct pear shaped body with long legs and a pair of small tubelike cornicles
on the hind end. Females give birth to live young, which mature and produce
more young in less than two weeks, so populations expand extremely rapidly.
DAMAGE Aphids suck plant juices, and are particularly attracted to tender
new growth. They rarely kill established plants, but slow their growth.
NATURAL ENEMIES Lady beetles and their larvae, lacewing larvae,
parasitic and predatory wasps, and syrphid ﬂy larvae. Most pesticides for aphid
control are highly disruptive of natural predator populations.

HORNWORMS

These large green caterpillars feed on the leaves of tomatoes and related plants.
The abundance of this pest varies greatly from year to year and from place to
place. Larvae feed for 3 or 4 weeks, then burrow into the soil to pupate. The
adults, called sphinx or hawk moths, are strong ﬂiers with a wingspan up to 5
inches (12 cm). There are two generations a year in most areas. The larvae can
often be spotted by looking for their large green (fresh) or black droppings.
DAMAGE Hornworms feed on blossoms, leaves, and fruit, and can
extensively defoliate plants and scar the fruit in a short time at high numbers.
NATURAL ENEMIES Several important naturally occurring parasitic
wasps help control hornworms in tomatoes. They are rarely a problem unless
natural enemies are disrupted, in which case they can do serious damage.

LEAFMINER

Leafminers are larvae of several species of small insects. Adults of the
most comon species aﬀecting vegetables are small black and yellow
ﬂies. Females puncture the leaf to feed on plant sap and lay eggs within
the leaf tissue. Eggs hatch within 2 to 4 days. Larvae exit the leaf upon
completion of their development and pupate in the soil or in the leaf
axils on plants. Many generations occur each year.
DAMAGE The small white to yellow larvae tunnel within the leaf
tissue, producing the characteristic “mines” visible from the outside of
the leaf.
NATURAL ENEMIES Parasitic wasps are the most important natural
enemy commonly found, and help reduce leafminer numbers.

CUCUMBER BEETLES

Cucumber beetles are common pests in most areas of the U.S. The
western spotted cucmber beetle resembles Lady Beetles, but they are
usually yellow-green, their bodies are more elongate, and their antennae
are longer. Western striped cucumber beetles also can be a problem.
DAMAGE Adults feed on the leaves of corn, various vegetables
especially cucumbers, squash, and melons, and other soft fruits. Larvae
feed on roots of various species.
NATURAL ENEMIES Tachinid ﬂies and various
other natural predators attack cucumber beetles.
Unless otherwise noted, all photos by Jack Kelly Clark,
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Slug

SCALE

Unusual looking - many people do not at ﬁrst recognize them as insects.
Adult females and many immature forms do not move, are hidden
under a disc-like or waxy covering, and lack a separate head or other
recognizable body parts.
DAMAGE Scales have long piercing mouthparts which they use to suck
juices out of plants. They may occur on twigs, leaves, branches, or fruit.
Severe infestations can cause overall decline - and even death - of plants.
NATURAL ENEMIES Many species of lady beetles and parasitic
wasps often eﬀectively control them, especially when predator and
parasite activities are not disrupted by ants or applications of broadspectrum insecticides. Grow ﬂowering plants near scale-infested trees
and shrubs to augment natural enemies, and control ant populations.

SNAILS & SLUGS

These are among the most bothersome pests in many gardens and
landscapes. Both snails and slugs are members of the mollusk phylum
and are similar in structure and biology, except slugs lack the snail’s
external spiral shell. The brown garden snail (Helix aspersa) is the most
common problem in California gardens; it was introduced from France
during the 1850s for use as food.
DAMAGE Can cause severe damage to low growing leafy vegetables
especially seedlings, and fruits close to the ground. Look for the
characteristic silvery slime trails. They also eat decaying plan matter.
NATURAL ENEMIES Natural enemies include ground beetles,
pathogens, snakes, toads, turtles, and birds.
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STINK BUGS

Stink bugs are classiﬁed as “true bugs”, in which the folded wings show
an X across the back.
DAMAGE Caused by directly by feeding on fruit. Early season feeding
results in dimples or irregularly depressed areas on mature fruit. If
the feeding occurs after maturity there is little external evidence other
than excrement; small, brown, tear-shaped drops. Internally, stink bug
feeding produces white, pithy areas that turn brown when fruit is peeled.
NATURAL ENEMIES Parasitic wasps and Tachinid ﬂies attack both
nymphs and adults, as well as big-eyed bugs and other general predators.

WHITEFLIES
These tiny, sap-sucking insects are frequently abundant in vegetable and
ornamental plantings, but damage occurs mostly with large outbreaks when
natural biological control is disrupted.
DAMAGE Whiteﬂies suck phloem sap. Large populations can cause
leaves to turn yellow, appear dry, or fall oﬀ plants. Like aphids, whiteﬂies
excrete honeydew, so leaves may be sticky or covered with black sooty mold.
NATURAL ENEMIES General predators include lacewings, big-eyed
bugs, minute pirate bugs, and several small lady beetles.
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