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Insects on Ornamental Plants 
 

It seems that all insects are referred to as “bugs”.  What is a true bug? Are all true bugs 
harmful?  
 
Not all bugs are harmful.  Bugs use their piercing sucking beak to suck dry a plant or another 
insect. When wings are folded they appear to have an X on their backs. 
 
What common kinds of problem causing bugs might I encounter in my landscape? 
 
The four-lined plant bug and tarnished plant bug.  Their piercing-sucking activities can result 
in triangular patches of bumpy skin known as cat-facing, distortion, and stippling or dotting. 
Remove plant debris promptly to reduce populations.  
 
Lace bugs are particularly bad on andromedas and azaleas! Look for silvering, flecking and 
stippling, especially on plants in full sun. Look for black pepper dots of bug poop on the under 
sides of leaves. Transplant shrubs to a bit more shade and increase flowering plantings around 
affected specimens.  
 
What kinds of damage do true bugs cause on herbaceous plantings? 
 
Look for small depressed spots resembling leaf spot.  Monkshood may develop dark, depressed 
spots, while mums, Gaillardia and Echinops may develop tan spots. Perovskia develops purplish 
or silvery spots.  
 
Four-lined and tarnished plant bugs produce the worst damage on herbaceous plantings and may 
spend their winters under large leaves of weeds. Damage from bug probing occasionally occurs 
on Heuchera, Dahlia, mums, Rudbeckia, Heliopsis, lavender, lupine, peony, Coreopsis and 
geranium as well.  
 
Chrysanthemum lace bug causes similar damage as it feeds on the undersides of mum leaves, and 
bleaches them out. Look for dark fecal specks on the undersides of leaves.  
 
How can I recognize aphids and aphid damage? 
 
Aphid feeding results in leaves that are curled and twisted under (e.g. what you see on 
Viburnums). Look for sooty mold, and particularly for cast skins.  Aphids often live in colonies. 
You can tap branches to look for them, use strong jets of water to knock them off (best), use 
horticultural soap, or simply prune them out. Aphids seldom kill plants, they just weaken them.  
 
Ants tend the aphids and protect them from harm.  Control ants climbing into plants by placing a 
band of sticky stuff around the tree. Weeds are alternate hosts for aphids, so reduce them. 



 
 
What about aphids in herbaceous plantings? 
 Aphids help transmit the disease Botrytis. Peonies may be particularly hard hit by this one-two 
punch. Flowers especially susceptible to attack and damage by aphids include: Anemone, rock 
cress, wall flower, columbine, Delphinium, Doronicum, foxglove, Iris, Penstemon, Rudbeckia, 
Hibiscus, poppy, primrose, Sedum, Helianthus, Echinops, Verbena, Chrysanthemum, Dahlia, 
Dianthus, forget me not, and Viola. 
 
How can I recognize common leafhoppers and leafhopper damage? 
 
Leafhoppers are small, often wedge shaped, rounded or bizarrely shaped insects that seem to 
jump or spring or “hop” when disturbed.  They are also capable of transmission of bacterial 
disease called “the yellows”. Feeding damage is white or yellow spots followed by the whole 
leaf turning yellow or brown. Feeding may cause browning of the outer margin of the leaf 
followed by browning of the entire leaf. Simple stunting and leaf curling can occur.  Many leaf 
hoppers produce honeydew.  
 

Froghoppers (spittle bugs) primarily feed on shrubs and herbaceous plants (e.g., phlox) and 
surround themselves with a frothy mass. Most are harmless.  The pine spittle bug attacks Scotch, 
jack, loblolly, Virginia, slash, white and oriental pines causing shortened twigs or deformed 
foliage and sooty mold on the needles below. The main symptom is yellowing foliage followed 
by dead twigs. Heavy infestation may lead to twig, branch and tree mortality. A strong jet of 
water may help. 
 
How can I recognize hoppers in herbaceous plantings?   
 
The garden flea hopper juvenile looks like a green aphid, and the adult looks like a flea beetle 
but it jumps when disturbed. Injury corresponds with 1/16” coarse spots on leaves, which may be 
bleached or dark colored, or RED. Damage in shady areas is worse; the plant may be badly 
stunted, experience early flower drop, or even die. Plants that suffer the worst effects include 
Scabiosa, Verbena, Chysanthemum, Helenium, Helianthus, Heliopsis, and Rudbeckia. 
 
The aster leafhopper vectors aster yellows to Anchusa, Aster, Coreopsis, Dahlia, Gaillardia, 
Centaurea, Lobelia, Phlox, poppy, Rudbeckia, Scabiosa, and Dianthus. Potato leafhopper causes 
the infamous “hopper burn” with whitening of leaf veins; a triangular area of the leaf tip browns 
and becomes flaccid . Dahlias affected by the potato leaf hopper may be stunted and fail to 
flower. Tips of other plants may curl down and be killed and Alcea and lupine may be seriously 
damaged. 
 
Are there other insects related to leafhoppers and aphids that I should be aware of? 
 
Yes.  There are several insects that are related.  Some of them attack evergreens so see the 
section on evergreen insects for descriptions and information. 
 
Rudbeckia psyllid: If you have weird purple blotches on your Rudbeckias, the small red and 
white “leaf hopper” on the underside of the leaf is probably the culprit and is actually a psyllid. 



 
White flies can come from houseplants spending the summer outdoors.  Defoliation can result 
from white fly involvement as well as yellowing, stunting and sooty mold. White flies primarily 
target Hibiscus, lupines, primroses, Salvia, Verbena, mums, and Rudbeckia. 
 
I am very confused about SCALE insects.  Are there different kinds and do they have different 
lifecycle or are they all the same, just at different stages of development? 
 
There are many different kinds of scale, all with different lifecycles.  The optimum time to 
control many scales is during the crawler stage, which will occur at different times of the season 
for each different scale.  There are also two types of scale with respect to producing honeydew.  
Hard scale do not produce honeydew, but soft scale do. 
 
What kinds of symptoms will I see with scale? 
 
If scales are on foliage, you will see yellowing of the foliage around the site infestation 
especially if armored scales are feeding. If there are a ton of armored scales, then you may see 
browning and defoliation. If scale is on the bark of the plant, you may see slow die-back, leaf 
shedding, and unthriftiness.  
 
How do you tell if it is actually scale?   
 
Try to pop one off. If the tissue rips, it is not scale. If it pops off, and you have an orange, pink or 
yellow body underneath, you have a live scale. Black, brown or shriveled scale bodies are 
goners. 
   
Are there conditions or cultural practices that make scale worse? 
 
YES! Environmental stress and excessive fertilization make scale MUCH worse.  
 
I think I bought plants that already had scale on them.  Is this possible? 
 
Yes. Examine new plant material before it is installed. Ants and wasps on plants can mean soft 
scale or mealybugs. (FIGURE 6-51: Armored scale).  
 
What is the best way to monitor for scale? 
 
Adult scales find a spot suitable to settle down and stay there for life. The juvenile stage is called 
a crawler, and this is often the most susceptible stage. Monitor with a piece of electrical tape 
wrapped around a few branches sticky side out. A thin coating of petroleum jelly will enhance 
and extend the tape's effectiveness in capturing crawlers. 
 
How do I identifying hard scale versus soft scale? 
 
Pop the scale cover off and look for legs. Soft scale and mealybugs always retain their legs, hard 
scale do not. Hard scale does not produce honeydew. 
 
 



What hard scales should I be on the lookout for? 
 
White prunicola scale/white peach scale. These similar scales are very destructive to fruit 
trees, flowering cherry, plum, peach, privet, Aucuba, lilac, walnut, Catalpa, chinaberry, 
Hibiscus, honeysuckle, golden raintree, redbud, Spirea, dogwood, mulberry and beautyberry. 
They feed on the bark of the trunk and large branches. Scale builds up rapidly and may cause the 
death of large branches quickly.  
 
San Jose scale. Infestations can be problematic on Pyracantha and Cotoneaster. These scales 
are often found on boxwood, dogwood, hawthorn, linden, privet, walnut, roses and mountain ash. 
High populations cause branch and twig dieback. Heavy infestations may kill the plant. 
 
Pine needle scale. Mugo and scotch pine get it the worst. Austrian and red pines are often 
attacked. Plants in dusty areas near roads are most often attacked. Heavy infestations cause 
needles to turn yellow to brown and then branchlets or whole branches may die.  A very heavy 
infestation can kill a tree. Inspect plantings twice a year. Red eggs are present under the scale 
cover. Eggs hatch in May or June and reddish crawlers disperse. A second generation of crawlers 
may appear in late July. 
 
Oystershell scale.  Twig die-back is the most common symptom. The "lilac" type is larger and 
later in its development. You will commonly see it on lilac, ash, willow, poplar and maple. The 
"apple" type gets on apple, dogwood and poplar. For both scales, entire branches may become 
completely covered before it moves on to other parts of the plant.  
 
Other typical hosts include boxwood, birch, Cotoneaster, elm, horse chestnut, linden, mountain 
ash, Pachysandra, pear, plum, sycamore, tulip tree, Viburnum, Virginia creeper, and walnut..  
 
Euonymous scale. Infestations are extremely common and will get on other plants including 
Camellia, boxwood, yellowwood, Daphne, ivy, Hibiscus, holly, jasmine, privet, honeysuckle, 
Pachysandra and Prunus. A light attack will cause yellow or white spots on the leaves. A heavy 
infestation causes premature defoliation (FIGURE 6-59: Euonymous scale). Plants that are close 
to a building tend to get more damage, possibly due to a lack of air circulation. Stems closer to 
the ground are more severely affected, for the same reason.  
 
What are some important things to know about soft scale? 
Crawlers are mobile for only 12-24 hours, which gives you only a tiny window for effective 
treatment.  Look for sooty mold below infestations. 
< > 
What soft scales should I be on the lookout for? 
 
Tulip tree scale attacks tulip trees, Magnolia x soulangiana, Magnolia stellata, Linden, and 
occasionally shrubby St. John's wort. It kills numerous branches leading to rapid decline and 
death of the host plant. This is a very large scale that looks like an orange or yellow helmet and 
may be mistaken for Magnolia scale.  Adults are gray-green to pinkish orange. Dieback and 
death of the branches occurs with the most active feeding season (spring through late summer).  
 
 
 



Magnolia scale.  This is the largest scale insect in the U.S and resembles a blob of yellow 
insulation. Huge amounts of honeydew are produced.  Crawlers overwinter beneath one- and 
two-year-old twigs. The massing of scale will give twigs a purplish tinge. 
 
European fruit lecanium scale.  The worst feeding damage occurs in spring through early 
summer. Crawlers emerge in June and July. It is primarily found on small branches. Unlike other 
scales, natural predators can often cause the population to collapse.  
 
Cottony maple leaf scale and cottony maple scale.  These two should be considered in one fell 
swoop since they often cohabitate. Cottony maple scale favors soft maples, like silver maple, but 
it will also get on alder, box elder, hackberry, dogwood, hawthorn, Euonymus, beech, apple, 
mulberry, Virginia creeper, sycamore, poplar, Prunus, pear, oak, black locust, rose, sumac, 
willow, lilac, linden and elm. Crawlers appear in late June and July. They feed on either side of 
the leaf in warm weather and on twigs during cold weather. There is one generation per year. 
Sooty mold is a common symptom and premature defoliation may occur with heavy infestations. 
 
Cottony maple leaf scale also gets on dogwood, hollies, andromeda, honeysuckle and sour gum 
causing premature leaf drop and twig or branch death. Eggs hatch at the end of June and crawlers 
settle along leaf midribs and larger veins. The crawlers are pale green and blend in with the 
leaves. They will migrate to the bark in autumn. Cottony maple leaf scales are found on the 
undersides of leaves. The cottony maple leaf scale only produces its white egg sacs on leaves and 
not on twigs or small branches.  This is an important characteristic for telling the cottony maple 
scale and the cottony maple leaf scale apart. 
 
Beech scale. This scale has a wool-like appearance and is associated with Nectria canker in 
beech bark disease. Heavily infested trees appear to be covered in a mass of white wool. 
Crawlers are spread by wind. In combination with Nectria, it can kill the tree.  
 
Calico scale. In late summer, this scale bothers ornamental stone fruit, Persian walnut, elm, 
Zelkova, maple, Pyracantha, pear, gum, Boston ivy, Virginia creeper, redbud, Magnolia, 
hornbeam, dogwood, buckeye, Wisteria, honey locust, scholar tree and crabapple. This scale has 
a white and brown mottled color. They produce huge amounts of honeydew in the spring. 
 
Can scale get on herbaceous plants too? 
 
Yes. Purple scale sometimes gets on Monarda, oyster shell scale can bother Iberis and peony, 
cottony cushion scale can nourish itself on your Helianthus and Verbena and black scale 
sometimes get on Phlox. Cutting back herbaceous perennials to get rid of scale may actually 
result in a second flush of growth and extended flowering! 
 
Are there scale tips to help make control more effective? 
 
Yes. If you remove a scale’s cover it dies, so use a finger nail or a scrub brush to wreak havoc.  
 
A spray is not as effective as a bath, so if the plant is containerized and manageable, wrap the 
base of the plant with foil and dip the plant to control crawlers.  

 



Scales that overwinter as eggs will not be as susceptible to treatments you apply before the plant 
has broken dormancy in the spring (often a recommended time to treat for scale).  

 
A severe infestation can kill Henry Lauder’s walking stick within 2-3 years and these are very 
expensive plants!  
 
How can I tell the difference between beetles and other insects? 
 
Remember that beetles have two hard out wings covering two inner membranous wings and they 
have chewing mouth parts. This means ragged holes, notches, skeletonized leaves, borers or 
missing roots.  
 
What kinds of beetles am I likely to encounter in the landscape? 
 
Scarab beetles. Generally these are stout, and somewhat oval with antennae that look like golf 
clubs. They will chew holes or skeletonize leaves. Oriental beetle young can also be a problem in 
beds where they chew roots off of herbaceous materials and can even girdle small shrubs like 
Ilex. Asiatic garden beetles can be problematic as adults and young. The adults may chew large 
holes in flowers or make them ragged, especially roses. Japanese beetle adults, skeletonize many 
plants in the rose and apple family and especially grapes. 
 
Weevils. This group of beetles looks like the Muppet Gonzo with long, narrow, curved noses. 
Juveniles look like a turf grub with no legs! They make small notches in leaves as adults.  
 
Bark Beetles. These beetles leave tiny pin holes in the bark of stressed trees. They are minute, 
dark, and cylindrical, with square ended bellies. Their young also have no legs. Symptoms of 
bark beetle invasion are fading foliage, reddish-brown bug poop and, on evergreens, hardened 
streams of resin on the trunk. Lots of woodpecker work on bark is a warning of bark beetle 
infestation.  Few pesticides are very effective against bark beetles or other types of borers. 
 
Flat-headed borers have metallic abdomens and broad, flat chests. You’ll find their handiwork 
in unhealthy or dying fruit, shade and forest trees. The tunnels of the juveniles are oval in cross 
section as you may notice if you split your own firewood. The adult’s antennae are short and 
often thread like. The bronze birch borer is a member of this group. The juveniles have a head 
similar in shape to a calculator type battery to which a worm-like tail is attached.  
 
Two-lined chestnut borers. These borers emerge in May and June and feed on foliage prior to 
laying their eggs on rough bark. Juveniles bore into the tree's inner bark. The first symptoms of 
infestation are dead limbs in the upper tree crown. They are particularly bad for oaks. 
 
Round-headed borers/long-horned beetles. This name refers to the juveniles of long-horned 
beetles, a very important pest group. With the exception of just a few, the antennae are at least 
half as long or longer than the beetle’s body! The juvenile forms are called round-headed borers 
and larval tunnels in wood are circular in cross section. The juveniles themselves tend to be 3-
50mm. Linden borers, twig pruners, and Asian Long-Horned Beetle (ALHB) are all part of this 
group.  
 



Leaf-eating beetles. These insects superficially often resemble tiny long-horned beetles, or may 
resemble lady bugs. Their thread-like antennae are less than half their body length and boy, can 
they eat! Adults feed on flowers and foliage, and juveniles feed on roots. Many of our common 
vegetable pests like Colorado potato beetle, bean leaf beetles, flea beetles and asparagus beetles 
belong to this group and will feed on herbaceous annuals and perennials as well.  
 
Ladybird or lady beetles. This group is often beneficial with just a few harmful members.  
They are broad, nearly round, and flat on bottom. They are distinguished from the leaf eating 
beetles by their round rather than oblong shape and their club-like antennae. The Mexican bean 
beetle and the squash beetle are harmful members of this group and will feed on herbaceous 
annual and perennial plant materials. 
 
Bronze birch borer. The bronze birch borer (a flat-headed borer) is a menace to paper white 
birch trees already maxed out with stress from birch leaf miner defoliation and drought. The 
birch borers produce D shaped exit holes which you can look for on the trunks of your 
trees.Feeding by this pest also causes ridges to form on the bark. Attack weakens the structural 
integrity of the tree. Usually trees are not attacked until a few years following installation, but the 
borer will eventually kill the tree.  
 
To reduce stress and therefore susceptibility, never plant birches in shade. The canopy should be 
in the sun and the roots in shade. Make sure you irrigate if the plant is likely to become water 
stressed! Research shows birch can be immune to birch borer with as little as 1” water per week 
in summer. 
 
River birch and heritage birch aren’t bothered by the borer, or you can try planting Japanese 
white birch or monarch varieties. 
 
Flea beetles.  These beetles create pin-holes in foliage with their voracious feeding, and can also 
cause wilting and stunting. Frequent scratching of the soil around the base of the plant and 
removal of dead or discarded plant material helps. The beetles also don’t like shade. A sprinkling 
of wood ashes may be a deterrent.  
 
Viburnum leaf beetles. These beetles happily and quite severely defoliate European highbush 
cranberry viburnum, Guelder rose, arrowwood Viburnum, American highbush cranberry 
Viburnum, and maple leaf Viburnum. Adults and juveniles, alike, devour leaves, with high 
numbers of juveniles eating everything but the major veins. The females cover eggs in twig bark 
with a little hat of black beetle dung, chewed bark, and wood. Eggs hatch in May, and juveniles 
feed together in a clump, systematically stripping Viburnums for 8-10 weeks.  
 
Yes.  Most borer or bark beetle problems are during the year following a drought when you 
should look for sawdust or sap especially in trees you believe were stressed. Drought causes bark 
beetle attack in pine, spruce, elm, basswood, ash, redbud, serviceberry, dogwood, cherry, purple 
sandcherry, crab apples, hickory, willow, arborvitae, and Chaemacyparis.  
 
The most important borer deterrent is healthy trees. Healthy trees initiate heavy sap flow at 
attacked sites but stressed trees don’t. If a tree has lost more than a third of its canopy, get rid of 
it. 
 



Are there things that can mimic borer attack? 
 
Yes. The wood pecker is a borer look alike. In declining maples it is common to see both, 
resulting in darkened, stained, oozing bark with sooty mold below. If the holes are in an ordered 
pattern it is a sapsucker woodpecker, but if they are in a random pattern it is an insect borer. 
 
What kinds of beetle problems should I look for in herbaceous plantings? 
 
Scarab beetles. Japanese beetles are usually not thought of as a problem in herbaceous 
perennials. Because Japanese beetles are so ravenous for things in the rose family, Astilbes can 
sometimes be attacked. Other flowers attacked by Japanese beetles include Aster, Dahlia, day 
lily, foxglove, Gaillardia, Hibiscus, hollyhock, and peony. Another turf pest, the Asiatic garden 
beetle, can be problematic as both adults that feed on flowers and juveniles, which feed on roots. 
Aster is the preferred host, but they also feed on columbine, Dahlia, mums, Delphinium, 
foxglove, Gaillardia, Rudbeckia, Penstemon, Phlox, Physostegia, and Salvia. 
 
Imported long-horned weevils will sometimes feed on Columbine, Chinese lanterns, and 
daylily by nibbling on the edges of leaves. These are black beetles with gray-green scales. The 
strawberry weevil nibbles strawberries and Potentilla while the strawberry root weevil munches 
on Heuchera.  
 
Japanese weevil. These may notch the leaves of lily of the valley, obedient plant, Chinese 
lantern, Veronica, and mums. Black vine weevil, the scourge of the Rhododendron, will, as a 
juvenile, munch the roots of primrose. 
 
Hollyhock weevils are gray-black, and possess a long snout to make small round holes in leaves. 
Soapy water may help.  
 
Cucumber beetles. Both striped and spotted varieties feed on flowers, particularly those of 
Dahlia, mums, daylily, hollyhock, Chinese lantern, and Coreopsis. Make sure you clean up 
weeds in fall to keep populations down. 
 
Other Beetles in Your Herbaceous Plantings 
Blister beetles can destroy Anemone, Phlox, Verbena, and mums with their infernal chewing.  
The beautiful golden tortoise beetle does some unlovely feeding damage on Phlox and Chinese 
lanterns. Potato flea beetles nibble pinholes in forget me not, Phlox, primrose, Helianthus, and 
Viola while strawberry and steel blue flea beetles damage primroses. 
 
 
I am concerned about caterpillar pests.  How can I recognize them and their damage? 
 
Caterpillars are chewing plant feeders. They may look similar to beetle larvae or sawfly larvae, 
but caterpillars will have six buggy type legs near the head and sucker type feet ton the abdomen.  
Beetle larvae only have the six buggy type legs.  Sawfliers have buggy legsand sucker legs, but 
caterpillars will have small brown lines in the center of their sucker feet but sawflies will not.  
 
 
 



What caterpillars am I most likely to encounter in my landscape? 
 
Eastern tent caterpillar. We have break outs every 8-10 years with unsightly nests in crotches 
of branches of cherry, apple, crabapple, peach, and plum. They feed together in a clump 6-8 
weeks after cherry leaves come out. 
 
Use a strong jet of water to messes up the nest and increase diseases which turn caterpillars into 
icky goo, or squish them with your hands.  In fall, prune out and bury egg masses which appear 
as shiny dark swellings surrounding a 1-3 inch area of a small branch. 
 
Gypsy Moth. The egg masses look like little camel hair covered sacs, and are very easy to 
transport on camping equipment, etc. Juveniles eat pinholes in leaves when they are young but as 
they get older they devour the entire leaf. The best control is obtained by treating caterpillars less 
than 1-inch long, but mechanical disruption of egg masses is also an excellent control. Gypsy 
moths are spread by wind or storms and can easily infest previously treated areas. This means 
you must continuously re-monitor your susceptible trees. They feed on oak, sugar maple, beech, 
aspen, apple, basswood, gray and riverbirch, poplar, willow, black, yellow and paper birch, 
hickory, larch, maple, sassafras, hemlock and pine.  Conifers that are defoliated even once 
usually do not survive so monitor early.  Drought may make gyspsy moth populations resurge.   
 
Spring canker worm. This is the group that we officially know as inch worms.  They defoliate. 
Feeding on elms predisposes the trees to Dutch elm disease through the stress. Use strips of 
sticky paper on a burlap base wound around the trunk from March-May to reduce the population. 
Bacillus thuringiensis will also work if the caterpillars are less than one inch. 
 
Dogwood borers are a species of clear-wing moth which resemble bees or flies. You can peel 
back the bark around the holes in the wood and find black pepper dots characteristic of the 
dogwood borer. They lay eggs in wounds and scars on the trunk so watch that weed whacker! 
Mulching (no more than 3 inches deep) around the base of the tree helps as does painting the 
trunk with white latex paint prior to egg laying in June. The dogwood borer particularly likes to 
colonize swellings on the trunk so look there firs. 
 
What caterpillar borers might I see in herbaceous plantings? 
 
There is a stalk borer and these caterpillars are responsible for boring into Dahlia, Iris, Aster, 
Monarda, columbine, Centaurea, mums, Delphinium, foxglove, Gaillardia, Rudbeckia, 
hollyhock, Phlox, and Salvia! Getting rid of weeds can help to reduce problems with this pest. 
The Burdock borer  is very similar but can severely injure Iris leaves. 
 
The Iris borer hatches in late April when iris is 5-6” tall and then in June and July tunnels into 
the rhizome, introducing soft rot bacteria! The plant wilts and discolors and generally looks 
terrible. Divide iris every three years or so and discard parts of the rhizome that have the 
characteristic pinholes. Destroy old leaves and other debris in fall. 
 
European corn borer injures bud ends, stems, flowers and leaves of Dahlias, Aster, hollyhock, 
and mums. Columbine borer bores into crowns, and casts out saw dust. A great way to rid 
yourself of this problem is to scrape the soil around the base of plants in spring to destroy 
overwintering eggs. 



 
What caterpillars and sawflies might I see in herbaceous plantings.   
 
Most caterpillars are noctural feeders (this helps to distinguish them from sawflies which are out 
during the day. Scout for them after dark with a flashlight.  Beet armyworm, corn earworm, red 
banded leaf roller, yellow wooly bear, variegated cutworm and regular cutworms can all do a 
number on your herbaceous plantings. Tobacco hornworms so strongly desire your lovely 
petunias (same family) that they will decimate them overnight. Plants may wilt due to this 
activity, especially Anemone, Delphinium, mums, and Dianthus. 
 
Beet armyworm is a quick defoliator, leaving plant bits webbed together with silk. Caterpillars 
often bore right into flower buds of Gypsophila and Dianthus. 
 
Nocturnally motivated painted lady butterfly caterpillars chow down on Hibiscus, hollyhock, 
lupines, Helianthus, and Echinops. They bind terminal leaves with silk, and feed on foliage. 
 
The yellow wooly bear comes to call in summer and autumn, damaging Dahlia, daylily, 
hollyhock, lavender, Salvia, Helianthus, Verbena, mums, and Viola. 
 
Celery or greenhouse leaf tier caterpillars cheerfully and preferentially chew up Anemone, 
Dahlia, mums, Leucanthemum, forget me nots, Lobelia, Echinops, Viola, mums, Dianthus, and 
Tradescantia. They bind leaves together, and feed inside. 
 
Other caterpillars and hosts include the Checkerspot butterfly caterpillar crunching on mums, 
Penstemon, and Veronica, the orange tortrix which makes its meal on lavender, goldenrod, and 
Tradescantia, the verbena bud moth caterpillar with a craving for Iris, Physostegia, and Verbena 
and the diamondback moth with its nosh of Iberis and wall flower.  Don’t forget about the 
swallowtails and their lust for all things in the carrot and dill family, either! 
 
To continue in this vein, the columbine is troubled by the very hungry caterpillar of the 
Columbine skipper, as well as the white lined sphinx moth. Corn earworm, tiring of corn, will 
happily dine on Hibiscus, Phlox, poppy, and Helianthus. The redbanded leaf roller has a taste for 
hollyhock and Lobelia and the oblique banded leaf roller finds Helianthus, Echinops, Verbena, 
and Dianthus oh so tasty! 
 
What insect is eating my hibiscus?  I think it is a caterpillar or a sawfly? 
 
Hibiscus sawfly skeletonizes hibiscus leaves.  The larva is pale green with a dark head and 
begins by feeding on the undersides of the leaves, leaving translucent spots and finishes by 
skeletonizing the whole plant, often in a matter of a few days.  Check for and destroy cocoons at 
the base of the plant. 
 
Someone told me that many flies in the landscape are helpful rather than harmful.  How can I 
tell the difference? 
 
Most flies are actually beneficial as predators and pollinators but a few can cause problems like 
leaf mines and galls. 
 



Mum gall midge, a kind of very tiny fly causes cone shaped galls which result in gross 
deformation; if you have them, pick off them off, and burn them! Violet gall midge bothers 
Violas with curling and twisting of leaves and collapse due to wet rot. Collect and destroy 
infested debris! 
 
Leafminers are normally not a crisis in herbaceous plantings. Columbines may suffer from 
serpentine mines caused by a type of small fly. Squash them. (FIGURE 6-114: Leafmine on 
columbine). The miners are seen primarily after bloom, a few years down the road after they 
have been planted.  
 
Chrysanthemum leaf miner leaves blister mines so that leaves dry up and hang down the stems. 
They affect Dahlias, Dianthus, Eupatorium, Lobelia, primrose, Salvia, and Verbena. The 
Larkspur leafminer on Delphinium, monkshood, Verbena, Heuchera, Dianthus, Gypsophila, and 
primrose causes large areas of the leaf to discolor and then collapse. Remove infested leaves! 
 
I am very confused about the relationship between wasps, which I thought were beneficial, 
and sawflies. 
 
Although most wasps are beneficial predators or pollinators, a few can cause problems on your 
plants. Sawflies are related to wasps but are often damaging, although not always seriously. 
 
Birch leaf miner is a saw fly. It produces blotch mines on birch leaves and causes the tree to 
defoliate early in the season.  The tree will refoliate but the repeated cycle of two flushes of 
leaves each year weakens the tree and makes it susceptible to bronze birch borer.  The paper 
birch is most susceptible. Yellow and black birch are resistant. An important step in reducing 
leaf miners is to remove the birch suckers that proliferate at the base of the tree which harbor the 
miners. It is also important to avoid excess fertility because all that nitrogen benefits the insect in 
terms of its reproductive capabilities. To determine when the adults are out and about, you can 
hang yellow sticky cards at branch tips to find out when the adults are present. They are not as 
much of a problem as they once were. 
 
Cynipid gall wasps.  These tiny yet mighty wasps produce strange swellings known as oak 
“apples”, horned oak galls, and hedgehog galls. Oak apples are a common sight in the fall. With 
the last of the foliage blown off the oaks by fall storms, it is easy to see little papery brown balls. 
Normally, no serious damage occurs. 
 
Horned oak galls are warty with sharp points or horns sticking out of them. They are very 
woody. Hedgehog galls are softer and fuzzy, occurring only on leaves. Black oaks may produce 
abnormally large leaves, and attack may weaken trees so that fungal infection and drought stress 
kill them. Clean up leaves to reduce populations. 
 
Sawflies and wasps in herbaceous plantings. Hornets can tear Dahlia stems for nesting 
material while sawfly can cause blistering or flagging of viola and Doronicum leaves and 
occasionally defoliate Rudbeckia.  
 
 
 
 



There are some skinny, tiny insects in my flower blossoms and the blooms and leaves look 
silvery and rasped.  What is causing this? 
 
Chances are the insect bothering you is thrips.  Thrips suck and rasp away tissue. Leaves 
become mottled with silvery or papery stipples, and you’ll see tiny black fecal specks on both 
sides of leaves. Shoots are distorted, flower buds drop, or blooms are deformed. They vector 
viruses (mainly impatiens necrotic ring spot virus, INSV, with black, brown, and red concentric 
rings).  
 
Are thrips particularly problematic on impatiens? 
 
Yes. Thrips are a primary threat, particularly for double Impatiens. These tiny insect gangsters carry Impatiens 
necrotic ring spot virus with its characteristic black streaking and leaf spotting. Stressed plants are much more 
likely to show symptoms. The thrips also carry tomato spotted wilt virus. Don’t be tempted to carry over garden 
Impatiens because this can reintroduce the virus to your plantings the following year. 
 
 
What are some important monitoring tools and things to remember when dealing with thrips? 
 
Thrips attack drought stressed plants. Blow gently into flowers or buds or tap a plant over a 
white piece of paper to see them.  
 
Control when adults are most active at the beginning and end of the day.  
 
Pear thrips are the biggest issue for trees and shrubs, resulting in flecked, dwarfed leaves (1/4 
their normal size), with crinkled, mottled, discolored areas between veins and thin, yellow 
crowns, defoliation and stress.  
 
Thrips are particularly fond of  Dahlia, Dianthus, Campanula, foxglove, Gaillardia, hollyhock, 
peony, Verbena, mums, daylily, and Delphinium. They will turn peony petals brown, and flowers 
may remain balled, never to open. Tops of Iris are russetted or blackened and flowers fail to 
open. White or brown streaking of flower petals is especially indicative of thrips. 
 
 
What’s the most difficult insect to deal with in Annuals, Biennials, and Perennials? 
 
The most common pests of annuals and biennials are aphids, blister beetles, western flower 
thrips, cutworms and mites. Of these, the western flower thrips is the most difficult to deal with 
because of its resistance to treatment, its hidden position within the flower and its capability of 
transmitting disease.  
 
Is it worth treating insect pests of annuals since they are only one season investments? 
When we consider herbaceous annuals, most people simply rip up and toss out plantings infested 
with insects since the plant is only going to be there for one season anyway.  
 
 
 
 



Is it important to know what insect pests are on your annuals? 
 
Yes. It is always important to know what is affecting them because if you rip out the annuals, 
chances are the pests may simply move on to your perennials or into your woody ornamentals!  
 
Can you pinpoint a list of what insect pests are likely to bother which specific annuals? 
 
Yes. 

• Alyssum is affected by cabbage maggots and flea beetles while Calendula may suffer 
from blister beetles, cabbage loopers, corn earworms, and Cyclamen mite.  

• China asters may fall victim to Japanese beetles. Ever popular cosmos gets nibbled by 
earwigs, European corn borer and Japanese beetles.  

• Geraniums, while unpalatable to some insects, is a favorite of cabbage loopers, Cyclamen 
mites, four-lined plant bugs, Japanese beetles (white geraniums are poisonous to them), 
root mealy bugs, tarsonemid mites, and western flower thrips, which carry viral diseases.  

• Impatiens suffer the wrath of Cyclamen mites, and western flower thrips.  
• Nasturtiums fall prey to bean aphids, cabbage butterflies, flea beetles, and serpentine leaf 

miners.  
• Petunias are likely to be devoured by Colorado potato beetles, and tomato hornworms so 

think twice about rimming the garden patch with them. 
• Annual Salvia gets leafhoppers 
• Snapdragon twists up with Cyclamen mites 
• Old-fashioned favorite, stock, is fodder for cabbage maggots and flea beetles.  
• Sunflowers can suffer from leaf curling aphids and sweet peas from garden chumps like 

pea aphid, pea moth, and seed corn maggot. 
• Nicotiana also will be ravenously consumed by Colorado potato beetles 
• Verbena will be bothered by western flower thrips 
• Wall flower will suffer with cabbage maggots and flea beetles 
• Poor, hard working Zinnias by blister beetles, European corn borers, four-lined plant 

bugs, and Japanese beetles. 
  
 
 


