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A gardener’s work is never done or so it seems some days.  While you are enjoying the fruits of your labor so 
are other garden visitors.  Some of those visitors can be destructive.  In the past few weeks the Master 
Gardener helpline has had a number of questions on a variety of insect pests.  Here are just a few. 

 
Purple coneflowers are a staple in the summer flower bed.  This summer I’ve noticed that many gardens I have 
visited have coneflowers with weird growths on the cone.  At first I thought it might be “aster yellows”, which is 
a viral-like disease that affects the whole plant.  Since only the flowers were affected aster yellows was ruled 
out.  That was good as there is no cure for aster yellows and infected plants have to be destroyed to prevent it 
from spreading. 
 

The puzzle was solved by the Master Gardener Helpline.  It 
turns out that there is a microscopic mite that lives inside 
the flower buds.  They suck nutrients from the base of the 
flowers.  As a result, green to reddish-green tufts of 
stunted and distorted flower parts sprout from the cones.  
This yet to be named mite (Eriophyid family) is generally 
referred to as the “coneflower rosette mite” based on the 
damage it causes.  The mites do not affect the rest of the 
plant just the flower cones.  The damage can be 
unattractive when severe and it can also reduce seed 
production.  Cutting and destroying the deformed flower 
heads will reduce mite populations.  In the fall cut plants to 
the ground and remove plant debris from the garden.  Do 
not compost it. 

 
If you grow gladiolus and your flowers have a spotted, bleached appearance - chances are your plants are 
infested with thrips.  Leaves and petals that are fed upon can look withered.  Damaged flower buds may not 
open.  A severe infestation can stunt the entire plant.  Infected corms (bulbs) become soft and prone to decay.  
The mature gladiolus thrip is about 1/16 of an inch long, black in color and it has long fringes on the margins of 
its long, narrow wings.  Gladiolus thrips cannot overwinter outside but they can overwinter on stored corms.  
Washington State University recommends soaking corms (before planting) overnight in a 5 percent solution of 
household chlorine bleach, Lysol or other disinfectant.  If you soak corms in the fall make sure you allow them 
to dry thoroughly before storing them for the winter.  Buy new corms from a reputable source.  Thrips can be 
tough to control without chemicals but rotating where you grow gladiolus each year can also help. 
 
The tarnished plant bug can be a garden pest of vegetables, herbs, perennials, tree fruits and small fruit.  The 
oval shaped adults are bronze to dark brown, about a quarter inch long, with white marks or lines behind the 
head and tage) are usually green, but younger ones can be yellowish.  Older nymphs have black spots visible on 
their backs.  Plant bugs have piercing-sucking mouthparts which they use to suck sap from plants.  It is believed 
that they inject a toxic substance into the plant when feeding to break down plant tissues.  This can cause a 
variety of symptoms from deformed fruit to dead tissue. 

Coneflower rosette mite damage  
Source: BYGL, Ohio State University Extension  



 
The tarnished plant bugs natural habitat is among plants that grow in meadows and weedy patches.  Some of 
the plants they are attracted to include daisy fleabane, ragweed, goldenrod, curly dock, Queen Anne’s lace, 
vetch and clover.  Tarnished plant bugs overwinter as adults in protected places such as under leaf litter, stones 
and tree bark.  Good garden sanitation is the primary control method.  Clean up all plant debris in the fall and 
eliminate surrounding weeds. 
 

Aphids are another common garden pest.  They have soft pear-shaped 
bodies with long legs and antennae.  They may be green, brown, red, 
yellow or black depending on the species.  Aphids often feed in dense 
groups on the leaves and stems of a wide variety of plants.  While a few 
aphids will not do much damage, populations can grow quickly causing 
yellowing and distorted leaves and stunting shoots.  Aphids produce a 
sticky exudate known as honeydew which often turns black with sooty 
mold (a fungus).  In some cases gardeners may not notice the aphids 
but the sooty mold gets their attention.  Aphids can also transmit 
viruses to the plants they feed on. 

 
Scout your plants at least twice a week for aphids, especially when plants are growing quickly.  Many aphids 
prefer to live on the underside of leaves, so check there.  If you catch the infestation early, a simple solution is 
to hose them off with water or prune them out of the plant.  Aphids have many natural enemies such as lady 
bugs and lacewing larvae.  There are also a number of parasitic wasps that lay their eggs inside the aphids.  
Small birds such as house wrens and chickadees are another natural aphid control in your garden.  You may 
want to encourage them to nest in your yard.  If insecticides are needed, insecticidal soaps are the best choice 
for most garden situations.  Follow the product directions. 
 
It is always a good idea to make daily visits to your garden to spot any insect pests before they become a serious 
issue. 
 

Resources for this article include:  Ohio State University, Clemson State University, Washington State University, 
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Sooty mold  
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