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If you gave your houseplants a vacation outside during the summer or brought some annuals in to 
overwinter, take a close look at them.  If there were any hidden hitchhikers of the six legged kind, your 
plants will be showing definite signs by now.  You may see funny looking specks on the leaves, webbing or 
small bugs flying around.  It is also a good time to check plants that you received over the holidays. 
 

Houseplants can suffer from pests, diseases and cultural problems just like outside garden plants.  The key 
is to identify the issue as soon as possible and treat before it becomes a severe problem.  The first step in 
controlling pests is to isolate the suspect plant from your other houseplants so the insect (or disease) does 
not spread. 
 

If you discover insects on your houseplants there are several control techniques you can try before 
resorting to a pesticide.  Use a cotton ball or swab dipped in rubbing alcohol to wipe off insects, such as 
mealybugs and aphids.  Or try spraying a sturdy plant with a brisk spray of water to remove pests such as 
aphids, mites, or mealybugs.  The trick is to make the water pressure strong enough to knock the insects 
off but not damage the plant.  Be sure to spray all plant surfaces.  Large plants can be rinsed off in a tepid 
shower. 
 

Smaller plants with finer foliage can be dipped in soapy water.  Select a container large enough to 
accommodate the top of the plant or use the sink.  Fill with lukewarm soapy water.  Turn the plant upside 
down using crumpled paper, aluminum foil or cardboard to keep the soil in the pot.  Dip the foliage in the 
soapy water.  Rinse with clean, lukewarm water. 
 
Broadleaved plants can be washed with soapy water and a soft cloth to remove or kill scales, aphids, 
mealybugs, or other tiny insects.  Use a half teaspoon of mild dish soap per quart of lukewarm water.  
While this method is time consuming, it may be the best alternative to insecticides.  This will often hold 
scale infestations at bay for several months. 
 
If these methods do not work you may need to resort to an insecticide.  Read the label to make sure the 
insecticide is labeled for use on indoor plants and to treat that specific pest.  Spray houseplants in a well-
ventilated area or outside (if mild).  Spray your plant thoroughly, especially under the leaves and then keep 
it out of direct sun for a full day after treatment. 

 
If a houseplant is heavily infested, the best course of action is to throw 
the plant away.  If you just can’t throw your plant away, try pr uning it.  
Eliminating the worst branches will make it easier to control pests on the 
remaining parts of the plant.  Watch new growth carefully for signs of 
infestation and treat accordingly. 

 
Several insects can become houseplant pests and it is important to 
correctly identify the culprit.  Aphids are 1/12 inch to 1/8 inch long 
with soft, rounded bodies.  They are usually green, but can be other 
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colors.  Aphids occur in clusters on buds or new foliage and they suck sap from the plant, causing reduced 
growth, stunting, or distorted leaves.  Aphids secrete “honeydew” which gives the leaves a shiny, sticky 
appearance.  A black sooty mold may grow on the honeydew.  Dipping, spraying, alcohol swabbing, or 
washing can reduce infestations. 
 
Mealybugs are soft-bodied sucking insects that are covered with white, powdery, wax filaments.  They 
occur in leaf axils or branch crotches.  They pierce plant tissue with sharp mouthparts and then suck the 
sap, which results in yellowing, leaf drop and poor growth.  Treat as for aphids. 
 
Whitefly adults are about 1/16 inch long and resemble powdery white moths.  They fly around the plant 
when disturbed.  The immature stages are flat, oval and scale-like.  Look for them on the underside of the 
leaves.  Their feeding causes leaves to turn pale and drop off.  Dip or spray infested plants.  Several 
treatments at weekly intervals may be needed. 
 
Fungus gnats are slender, delicate, mosquito-like flies.  The larval stage 
is a small, thread-like white worm that lives in damp soil and can 
damage small roots.  Plants may drop leaves and generally lose vigor 
and color.  Avoid overwatering and provide good drainage.  Allow the 
soil surface to dry between watering or repot with fresh soilless potting 
mix.  
 
Scales are stationary insects with shell-like coverings that protect their 
body.  Infested plants show poor growth or are stunted.  Scales also 
produce honeydew and sooty mold may appear on the leaves.  Physically 
remove the scales; wash, spray or dip the foliage.  Repeat the treatment in 3 weeks and as needed. 
 
Spider mites are not insects but are more closely related to spiders.  They are very small and infestations 
may go unnoticed until they begin to spin webbing.  Mites remove sap from the plant, causing leaves to 
yellow and drop.  Usually the first sign of spider mites is a mottled or yellow pin-prick discoloration on the 
leaves.  Infested plants are stunted.  The plant foliage may be sprayed or dipped with insecticidal soaps.  
Treat at least two times, 10 days apart, to control newly-hatched mites as eggs are not susceptible to 
insecticides. 
 
Houseplant insect problems may not always be solved with one pesticide application or control method.  It 
may require some persistence on the part of the gardener to eradicate the pest. 
 
Resources for this article include: University of Minnesota, University of Kentucky and Clemson Cooperative 
Extension. 
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