BENEFICIAL INSECTS "WHO ARE THEY AND DO I WANT THEM IN MY GARDEN?" by Fran Dennett

"Yes, yes a thousand times yes", croons the avid gardener. The more beneficial insects present in your garden, the better your chances of reducing the destruction wrought by plant eating insects. How do I attract them and, even better, keep them in my garden?

The answer is backyard biodiversity. Beneficial insects will come and remain in your garden, if you grow a large variety of species - perennials, shrubs, trees - without pesticides and chosen to provide nectar (food-sources), alternate hosts, shelter, pupation and overwintering sites. (N.B. spiders are arachnids with eight legs and so are not covered here.)

A succession of perennials through the season attract butterflies, parasitoids and predators who are fond of the small flowers rich in nectar, e.g. dill, parsley and herbs in the mint (Labiatae) family, such as basil, marjoram, Monarda. Unfortunately or fortunately, depending on your outlook, some "weeds" are preferred by beneficials and include milkweed, Queen Anne's lace, blueweed and goldenrod. Broccoli, cauliflower and their relatives if allowed to bolt to flower are loved by many parasitoids and predators. The umbelliferous flower of the goutweed (Aegopodium) is rich in nectar and a favourite overwintering place for lady beetles (too bad it so invasive). Of the shrubs ninebark (Physocarpus) is rated number one, the butterfly bush (Buddleia) which needs protection in zone 5 and some spireas are also very good.

Other habitat requirements are ground cover plants to shelter ground beetles and other predators, and a source of water. Remember the beneficial insects do not eliminate the destructive insects. They just help keep them in check. The idea of the perfect garden with perfect flowers and foliage is synonomous with the heavy use of pesticides. Drug-free gardens have blemishes as a matter of course, but they are still healthy, beautiful places to enjoy.

Who are the beneficial insects? The term "bug" refers specifically to the group of insects with a syringe-like sucking beak; and includes, both pests (Negro bugs on berries, chinch bugs on grass, leafhoppers and aphids) and beneficial bugs (minute pirate bugs which prey on thrips, assassin bugs which impale their victims, damsel bugs which thrive on aphids and other pests, and big-eyed bugs which prey on spider mites). By far the largest predator is the stink bug identified by its shield shape and the smell on your fingers if you touch it. It is easy to identify which stink bug is good and which is bad by watching what it is eating. The brown stink bug (Podisus maculiventris) eats leaf beetles, moths, sawfly larvae, the hairless-type caterpillars (cutworms, armyworms), and a relative likes the hairy caterpillars (webworms, tent caterpillars).

The stink bug has a simple development in that there isn't much difference between the young and the adult. However other beneficials undergo a complete metamorphosis, looking and acting differently at different stages in their development. Lacewings, flies, beetles and wasps all undergo complete metamorphosis. 

Predacious ground beetles feed at night mostly on ground-living insects, snails, earthworms, cutworms, root maggots, sawfly cocoons and other pests. The big, black ground beetle (Arab us nemoralis) is a friend, hides under rocks and ground cover plants, and dines on slugs and snails. Other relatives eat cankerworms and tent caterpillars. The elongated, short-winged rove beetle, about 1/2" long, is parasitic in the larval stage and a predator as an adult.

The most common and colourful predatory beetle is the lady beetle (Coccinella). The store bought variety has been gathered in the wild in California, and quickly flies away - sometimes miles - before settling down to feed, not at all helpful to your pocketbook or your garden. This is good reason ,. to encourage the native species such as the 9-spotted, 7-spotted or 2-spotted lady beetle. Lady beetles come in pinkish, red and black, grey, pale yellow, with or without spots, and all are voracious predators of soft-bodied insects.

Another group is the parasitoids, consisting mostly of flies and wasps who lay their eggs on a host which then grow consuming the host from the inside. An exception, is a rove beetle which lays its egg in the cabbage root maggot pupa and spends its life snug in the pupa eating its victim. This beetle will be found only in pesticide-free soil. The tachinid fly is the most common parasitoid and is characterized by a bristly back end. It is about bee-size, grey or brown with pale markings and its larvae are internal parasites in beetles, grasshoppers, bugs, caterpillars and sawflies. The parasitic wasps vary in size, shape, and colours, may be host specific or not, may parasitize internally or externally, and may act alone or as a team, but they do not sting - an added plus.

Lacewings (Syrphidae) come in green and brown, There are over 500 species in Canada and most feed on aphids in the larval stage. They may consume 400 aphids before they pupate into the adult stage when they live on nectar. The fly predator group include muscid flies, dance flies and long-legged flies. The most common is, a member of the Muscidae group, Coenosia tigrina with a distinctive black-spotted silver abdomen and is about the size of a house-fly. The swarming dance-flies (Empidae) are about the size of mosquitos, have short stiletto-like beaks and are voracious predators.  The long-legged fly" (Dolichopolidae), sometimes bright, metallic green consumes lots of scales, mealybugs and other small pests. Wasps and ants are predators in their own way as they store paralyzed victims, such as caterpillars, leafhoppers and sawflies in their nests as future dinners.

How can we not encourage these voracious allies in our garden. All they ask is a variety of plant materials and a pest-free environment so they can be about their business. I think the alternative is not an option for either them or us.
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