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Zoo Nooz: Know the Good Guys

Lately much has been said regarding the value 
of pollinators, and with good reason. With 
billions of dollars? worth of food crops 
depending on their services, their worth is 
undeniable. However, there is another 
contingent of insects deserving recognition. 
Sometimes hailed as the good guys, they are 
the predators and parasitoids that help keep 
garden pests at tolerable numbers.

The cast of characters is diverse, but 
undoubtedly the poster-child for beneficial 
insects is ladybugs, more correctly known as 
lady beetles. Not only devastating to aphids, 
all stages of lady beetles will also consume 
scale insects, mites, mealy bugs, and others. 
Get to know the look of lady beetle larva 
(often likened to a tiny alligator) because they 
are great garden allies.

Diaphanous lacewings are also welcome 
residents. Notable species in our region 
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Common seven spotted lady beetle 
(Corinne Hannah)

Top: Ladybug larvae (Pixabay)
Bottom: Lacewing (Deborah M aier) 

include common green lacewings 
(Chrysoperla carnea) and goldeneyed 
lacewings (C. oculata). Adult forms, with their 
delicately netted wings, feed on pollen and 
nectar, whereas larval forms are voracious 
feeders on soft-bodied insects. Indeed these 
small alligator-like larva have such an appetite 
for aphids that they have earned the moniker 
?aphid lions?.

Bee mimic hoverflies also have predaceous 
young. Adults are recognizable for their bee- 
or wasp-like appearance but differ in that 
they have just one pair of wings rather than 
two. You will frequently spot them hovering 
in place above flowers as they forage for 
nectar (incidentally pollinating along the way). 
Depending on species, the larva may have a 
taste for decaying matter (they are flies after 
all); others fortunately prefer soft-bodied 
insects.

Hoverfly on horseradish blossom (Deborah M aier) 
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The best way to ensure we keep our allies 
on side is to provide a safe haven and plenty 
of nutrition. A diverse landscape with layered 
vegetation, leaf litter, mulched beds, and 
access to water provides worthy habitat. As 
you may have noted, beneficial insects also 
require nectar and pollen sources for 
nutrition, so annuals and perennials with 
varying bloom times are essential. Flowering 
plants from the carrot family (e.g., lovage, dill, 
coriander, fennel, Queen Anne?s lace), the 
sunflower family (e.g., yarrow, echinacea, 
cosmos, sunflowers), and the cabbage family 

Slender ichneumon and short and stocky 
braconid wasps are examples of parasitoid 
wasps. Their life cycles are right out of the 
annals of the Alien franchise. The immature 
stages are spent inhabiting and feeding on 
living hosts, leaving carnage in their wake. 
Adults fly about sipping on nectar or 
honeydew, with females scouting with deadly 
accuracy for the hapless hosts that will 
nourish their young.

These and many other beneficial insects are 
part of the natural ecosystems that are our 
gardens. Rallying these troops is more about 
getting out of their way than spraying 
chemicals or parachuting packaged predators 
(e.g., boxed lady beetles) into our gardens.

Top: Daddy long legs (Opiliones spp.) on 
Rudbeckia (Elaine Haggith) Bottom: Ladybug on 
sweet alyssum (left) and a hoverfly on a marigold 
(right) in October (Deborah M aier) 

(e.g., basket-of-gold, sweet alyssum) are all 
great candidates.

Keep in mind that populations of predators 
will lag slightly behind pest populations, so 
patience is a virtue. Chemical controls can 
have many unintended consequences, 
including collateral damage to populations of 
beneficial insects. Repeated use of chemicals 
may lead to pests developing resistance to 
this tool, amplifying the problem over time.

Unfortunately, introduced exotic pest 
species often have no natural enemies in the 
landscape. This is a situation in which the 
gardener may choose to employ a chemical 
control as a last resort. To reduce the 
impact, carefully target applications, avoid 
spraying plants in bloom, and confine 
application to the cool morning hours before 
pollinators begin their busy work.

Take time this growing season to watch for 
nature?s checks and balances. It is a 
fascinating microcosm. How wonderful that a 
balanced ecosystem also happens to make a 
beautiful garden!

Cosmos such as Cosmos bipinnatus 'Sweet 16' (top) 
and Queen Anne's Lace (Ammi majus) (bottom) are 
plants that attract beneficial insects to the garden.
(Corinne Hannah) 


