HOUSEPLANT-PESTS
By Fran Dennett

We tend to have zero tolerance when it comes to bugs in our houseplants. Ninety percent of the time insect infestation is preventable by observing simple cautions.

NEW PLANTS -  All new houseplants should be quarantined for at least two week when brought into the home. Check very carefully for insects before placing new plants near other plants in your home. This is the #1 cause of infestations in homes.

During summer do any houseplant care in the morning before going outside to work in the garden. This prevents accidental transfer of insects from outside to inside on your clothes. TLC-healthy plants are more capable of resisting infestation than sick plants. Remove old, yellow or diseased leaves, clean dirt and dust of leaves with warm soapy (1 tsp/qt.) water then rinse after 15 minutes. Wash in the shower if the plant is too large.

CONTROL - should an invasion occur, chemical warfare should be your last line of defense. Remember you also have to breath the same chemical that kills the insects. One of the reasons we grow house plants is for clean air. It is easier to replace an infected plants than fill your house with petrochemicals. Try these non-chemical remedies:

1. Soap & water-soap blocks the breathing pores of insects and they suffocate. This


includes insecticidal soap.

2. Alcohol-rubbing alcohol melts the waxy coating of insects causing death by


dehydration apply straight using a cotton swab.

3. Chemicals-follow manufacturer directions on containers wearing protective clothing,

i.e. pants, rubber gloves, long sleeves. NEVER in the kitchen or near food. IDENTIFICATION-know. thy enemy-be able to identify the invader, then you know how to control the infestation. There are about eight (8) common house-plant pests.

#1 pest SPIDER MITES

DESCRIPTION: tiny reddish-brown dust-like insects (usually need magnifying glass to see them); thrive in hot dry air in our overheated homes in winter; feed on leaves and stems of most house plants leaving tiny yellowish pin-like pricks all over the tissue, in large numbers they form webs which coat the leaves and give a dust-like appearance to the leaf. This is a heavy infestation with the plant having a yellowish colour. Very hard to eliminate! CONTROL: a weekly shower, and rise in humidity will keep them at bay; common outside as well, so be careful not to bring them inside in summer.

PLANTS: ivy, palms, Schefflera, mums, miniature roses, impatiens.

APHIDS

DESCRIPTION: small sap-sucking green black, grey or orange insects which line up or cluster on stems, leaves, buds or soft tissue.

CONTROL: as they do not move much it is easy to kill them but they are highly prolific (reproduce every 7-10 days) so constant surveillance is your main line of defense once you have them; soapy water or insecticidal soap are very effective.

PLANTS: not particular.

FUNGUS GNATS

DESCRIPTION: annoying black flies that buzz about plant and house; hide and lay eggs in top one inch of soil, tiny white grubs (thread-like) eat organic matter in the soil; harmless just

unsightly.

CONTROL: keep soil on dry side to keep pest under control; drench soil with hot water to kill grubs.

PLANTS: not particular.

MEALYBUGS

DESCRIPTION: they do not fly or leap but creep through a houseplant collection; pink or grey bodies with a fluffy white coating which resembles cotton; eggs also laid in cottony masses in the leaf axil and hard to reach places; females lay eggs in strange places (nearby furniture, under window ledges); clean plant then room! Root mealybugs infest roots, and plants look weak and yellow for no reason, unpot and check roots.

CONTROL: spray with soapy water or insecticidal soap and rinse after 15 minutes; or use alcohol; drench soil with alcohol for root mealybug.

PLANTS: any plant, not particular.

THRIPS

DESCRIPTION: tiny black or brown winged insects about the size of a hyphen which prefer leaping to flying. Some infect flowers and soft tissues, others infect greenery causing spots and distortion resulting in silvery to whitish marbling over the plant surface. If in doubt, blow on plant as thrips run for cover when breathed upon.

CONTROL: not easy as they burrow into tissue and require repeated treatments to guarantee elimination, try soapy water, alcohol, or permithem, malathion.

PLANTS: fuchsias, begonias, hibiscus.

WHITEFLY

DESCRIPTION: tiny white flies flitting from plant to plant, usually on underside of the leaf,

hard to catch.

CONTROL: treat at night as they are less likely to fly after dark; suck up with the hand vacuum; be persistent as they reproduce every 7-10 days with eggs as dots on the underside of a leaf, wipe leaf with soapy water or alcohol.

PLANTS: Fuchsia, geranium, Hibiscus, herbs.

SCALE

DESCRIPTION: similar to mealybugs except they have a protective shell resembling bumps,

flick with your nail to see if scale or part of the plant.

CONTROL: remove shell with a brush and soapy water as the shell protects against chemicals; or dab with alcohol and shell pops off-tedious but effective.

PLANTS: different scales for different plants-orchids, bromeliads, ferns, hoyas.

SPRINGTAILS

DESCRIPTION: white grub-like insects which spring up when watering infected plants; essentially harmless but indicate your soil is alive and well.

CONTROL: keep soil on the dry side to kill fungus gnats, or drench soil with hot water or alcohol; when watering be careful as they spring into your watering can and then you water

them into your next plant.
.

PLANT: indigenous to soil.

