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If you grow Oriental, Asiatic or trumpet lilies you are 
probably all too familiar with a relatively new pest – the lily 
leaf beetle (Lilioceris lilii).  Adult beetles can be identified by 
their bright scarlet color.  They have a black head, antennae, 
legs and undersurface.  This introduced pest of true lilies 
(not daylilies) is capable of causing extensive damage to 
leaves, buds and flowers.  The adults and larvae can devour 
a lily (Lilium) or fritillary (Fritillaria) plant in just a few days, 
much to the dismay of many gardeners. 
 
Most gardeners first discover that the lily leaf beetle has 
invaded their garden when they notice that their beloved 
lilies have totally lost their leaves.  Some gardeners have 

given up growing bulb lilies feeling that it takes too much effort to battle this beetle.  But if you love lilies 
and want to continue growing them there are some control measures that you can try.  Master Gardener 
Roberta Terbuska shares her insights to dealing with this pest. 
 
“I love lilies in the garden.  They bloom at all different times and provide color from spring to fall.  The sad 
part of having lilies is that an insect originating in Asia and Europe, has devoured most if not all of my lilies 
for several years.  It wasn’t until last summer that I found a solution. 
 
Liloceris lilii is the Latin name of this red beetle.  It is a leaf chewer that lays its orange/red eggs on the 
underside of lily leaves in lines and as they grow, eat everything of the plant including the flower bud.  
They then fall to the ground where they pupate into adults to eat again.  The larvae cover themselves with 
their own fecal matter so they appear to be black lumps on the leaves.  I tried dish soap, neem oil, and 
picking the beetles off the plants but eventually removed the plants.  The insects have a black stomach so 
if you miss catching them they are hard to see. 
 
The problem with this insect is that it over winters in the ground, on nearby trees and in plant debris.  This 
makes eradicating them from the garden almost impossible without constant vigilance.  As soon as the 
lilies start coming up, I start carefully spraying, just the plant.  I use a cut up milk jug so that I don’t affect 
any honey bees that might be emerging, and every time it rains I spray again.  It is arduous but I really 
want to keep the color and aroma of my lilies. 
 
Two methods I have found to be affective in my garden, are coffee grounds around the base of the plants 
and spraying with Spinosad.  I start in April when the lilies emerge from the soil.  The coffee grounds also 
provide acid for the soil which most lilies need for bright blooms.  Between snatching the bugs off, coffee 
grounds and Spinosad; I have my lilies back again.  It is a constant battle, but for color throughout the 
growing season, I think it is worth it. 
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(It should be noted that there is no university research about using coffee grounds to combat lily leaf 
beetle and this may not work in your garden.  Home remedies are not endorsed by Cornell University.) 
 
Spinosad is derived from a soil-dwelling bacterium.  Spinosad is highly toxic to bees but evidence suggests 
that it has little or no effect on honey bees and other beneficial insects after sprays have dried.  Do not 
spray on blooms.  Look for it as the active ingredient in some organic insecticides.  Neem oil has proven to 
be relatively effective for killing the young larvae and repelling the adults.  It must be applied every 5 to 7 
days.  Coverage must be heavy and complete.  Neem is most effective early in the season and late-season 
larvae seem to be somewhat resistant.  Always read and follow the label directions for all pesticides.  Apply 
pesticides in the evening when bees and other beneficial insects are less active. 
 
There is hope down the road for lily lovers who don’t want to deal with weekly spraying and squishing 
bugs.  In Europe, the beetle is controlled naturally by a number of tiny parasitoid wasps.  The ant-sized 
wasps lay eggs on the larvae, which hatch and kill their host.  The University of Rhode Island has been 
conducting research into the biological control of the lily leaf beetle.  The intent is to introduce parasitoids 
from the beetle’s native range to go after lily leaf beetle larvae and reduce the pest population.  Three 
parasitic wasps have been released throughout parts of New England and Canada and are slowly becoming 
established. 
 
For now the key to managing red lily leaf beetle is frequent monitoring beginning in early spring.  Examine 
your lilies carefully several times a week, as soon as the plants emerge from the ground.  If you grow any 
fritillaria species check those too.  Start your preferred control measures as soon as you see any adult 
beetles or signs of damage.  It will take some diligence to protect your lily plants as the adults are active 
from April to October, but if you love your lilies like Roberta does, it will be worth it. 
 
Resources for this article:  University of Rhode Island, Carleton University, NPIC, Gardener’s Supply 
Company, The Royal Horticultural Society and University of Massachusetts. 
  

 


