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Every so often someone moves into the 
neighbourhood. Sometimes they are a 
welcome addition to the community, 
sometimes they are not!

In 2020, a few reports began surfacing of a 
leaf miner at work on our Brassica veggies, 
leaving telltale tracks in the leaves of cabbage, 
kale, and other common species of this 
important edible family.

What, you say! We already have two major 
insect pests chomping on these plants in the 
form of flea beetles and cabbage worms, not 
to mention cabbage aphids. We don?t need 
another one!

Meet the new kid, Liriomyza brassicae, also 
known as serpentine leaf miner. Note the 
species epithet in its botanical name, as this 
is a leaf miner that is entirely devoted to 
procreating on your cabbages, kales, collards, 
and so forth. This fly is in the Liriomyza genus 
of the huge leaf miner fly (Agromyzidae) 
family, with upwards of 2,500 members 
across the world. It is native to Africa, the 
Pacific, and the Americas and has now 
seemingly moved into our locale. 

It has a few first cousins that you may have 
encountered before. The American 

serpentine leaf miner (Liriomyza trifoli), 
considered one of the top three leaf miners 
for the extreme damage it can do, prefers 
munching through celery and other crops, 
including chrysanthemums, of all things. The 
vegetable leaf miner (L. sativae) loves squash 
and tomatoes. On the other hand, the pea 
leaf miner, L. huidobrensis, is happy to lay its 
eggs on anything handy!

These Liriomyza species are somewhat 
related to the more familiar-to-us spinach leaf 
miner (Pegomya hyoscyami), who of course 
also loves our chard and beets. This leaf 
miner is also a true fly, but in the Pegomya 
genus, of which it is the type species. It is 
something like a third cousin or so as it is 
also in the Diptera order, as is our new kid 
and his cousins. 

Other leaf miners familiar to us include the 
columbine leaf miner (Phytomyza aquilegivora), 
who very specifically enjoys its hosts, the 
Aquilegia genus. Its cousin, chrysanthemum 
leaf miner (Phytomyza syngenesiae), is happy to 
visit any species in the lettuce family 
(Asteraceae). On the other hand, aspen leaf 
miner (Phyllocnistis populiella) is a moth in the 
Lepidoptera order. Birch leaf miners 
(Profenusa thomsoni or Fenusa pumila) are 
sawflies. There are leaf miners that can even 
be beetles. Go figure!
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Liriomyza brassicae track on mustard garlic (Even 
Dankowicz on BugGuide.net)

Pegomya hyoscyami (Charlie Eiseman on 
BugGuide.net)
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What all the true fly leaf miners of the 
Diptera family do best is lay their eggs on the 
surface of leaves or insert them directly into 
the epidermis of their host. The eggs hatch 
within days, and it is the larvae who 
immediately tunnel into the mesophyll tissue 
and start feeding and growing, creating 
wonderous tunnel networks. Within three 
weeks the larvae have gone through three 
instars (developmental stages) and, one 
morning, they will exit the leaf and drop to 
the ground to pupate. The adults are very 
small flies indeed, so small we really don?t 
notice them around our plants.

Damage can be extensive? from large 
portions of edible leaves being decimated to 
overall stress on the plant and a resulting lack 
of production. In worst case scenarios, the 
entrance and exit holes made by adults and 
larvae can introduce pathogens. While 
mature plants can weather the storm and 
outgrow the damage, seedlings and immature 
plants can be overcome easily. 

Control is tricky as the larvae are protected 
by the very leaves they are eating. There are 
also up to three or four generations in each 
season, so timing one's sowing or 
transplanting usually is not effective. What 
does work is a multi-pronged approach. 

First, do rotate your crops every season as 
some of the species are very host specific. If 
you have had a bad infestation one year it is 
wise to simply not plant that one crop in the 
garden for the next season to bring their 
numbers down with a thump. 

Always monitor susceptible crops for those 
first few signs of tunnelling and then squish 
larvae in the leaf between your fingers? very 
satisfying! Any leaves that are severely 
damaged or infested should be removed and 
garbaged right away. 

At the end of the season, remove all plants 
without composting them and till your soil 
to a depth of a few inches to destroy any 
sheltering pupae from the last generation. A 
good practice is to use physical barriers 
when you know leaf miners are prevalent, 
with floating row cover the best bet, so long 
as you have taken care of any potential 
overwintering pupae. 

Leaf miners? natural enemies are the 
parasitoid wasps in the Eulophidae family. 
Encouraging them to be in your garden 
through a combination of biodiversity of 
plants and providing habitat for shelter and 
nourishment will work towards keeping leaf 
miners in check. 

Do avoid all pesticides, synthetic or organic, 
as their use will be minimally effective on the 
protective larvae and also damaging to the 
beneficial insects, soil life, and wildlife in the 
garden.

Do eat your garden greens when they are 
young and tasty, before the visiting leaf miner 
flies can get to them to lay their eggs; and if 
you do happen to eat a leaf or two with a 
few eggs or larvae, no matter? they are 
extra protein!

Leaf miner damage and eggs (inset) on Swiss chard 
(Deborah M aier)

Leaf miner larvae exposed (Deborah M aier)


