INTEGRATED PEST MANAGEMENT

BY JOAN HOWIE

LEAD I


Sheets of ice on the birdbath told us that winter was not yet over, even into March. Although the late February freeze was more severe than the previous one, less plant damage seemed to occur. Maybe more tender species were already gone.


Some optimistic gardeners think that bugs will have frozen, but when the first tender new leaves sprout, insect hardiness becomes apparent. A close look will show all kinds of crawling and flying pests with gluttony in mind ready to pig out on the fresh greenery. While it is tempting to grab a can of insecticide and spray them to oblivion; chemicals aren’t always the answer. Many are toxic to birds, aquatic life and other animals including humans. More and more gardeners are turning to Integrated pest Management (IPM).

LEAD II

If bugs had lips they would be licking them now at the prospect of all the tender new growth that plants are putting out. Just when our gardens are off to a fresh start, all kinds of crawling and flying pests appear with gluttony on their minds. While it is tempting to grab a can of insecticide and spray them to oblivion; chemicals aren’t always the answer. Many are toxic to birds, aquatic life and other animals including humans. This new century is a good time to try IPM, Integrated Pest Management.


The object of this program is to use the product that works best in the least harmful way. Cultural practices such as choosing the right plant for the climate, rotating crops and garden sanitation will forestall many problems. Some preventive measures help in deterring both insects and disease such as using floating row covers to stop insects from reaching plants; using foil or other protection for stems at ground level where cutworms attack; keeping vegetables out of the dirt and away from slugs and snails; and using drip irrigation so water doesn’t splash on leaves and promote growth of fungi.


Treatment is more effective for infestations found early in the life cycle. A close eye should be kept on the garden, especially at the beginning of spring when aphids and caterpillars are at their most active. Check the tips of new growth and also the undersides of leaves for these pests. Curled leaves, often on citrus, may indicate aphids are there. Some caterpillars feed at night and a flashlight helps find them. Before they become too numerous, aphids can be washed off with a heavy stream of water. Insecticidal soap can also be effective, but shouldn’t be used in the hot summer sun. Always read the label. A biological control, Bacillus thuringiensis, is the best choice for caterpillars. It can be used on vegetables as it is non-toxic to humans. Products that contain Bt include Thuricide*, Bio-Worm*, Dipel and others. One strain of Bt kills mosquito larvae.


 Natural predators in the landscape should be encouraged. Lady bugs, spiders, green lacewings, trichogramma wasps and especially toads, lizards and birds all help keep down the population of damaging insects. When pests are sparyed, their enemies also are destroyed. One advantage to landscaping with native plants is that natural predators are already present and can usually handle the few insects that infest these species. Sometimes it seems that insect damage is in direct proportion to the amount of money a plant costs.


Some other less toxic alternatives to chemical insecticides are boric acid for ant contro;. Diatomaceous earth for crawlers, dormant or summer oil for scale, sticky traps for both crawling and flying insects and growth regulators for fleas. A big pot of boiling water poured on fire ant mounds will deter them at least for a while. (It will also kill grass if the mound is in a lawn.) This treatment is most effective after a rain when the colony is near the surface. IPM is also an effective tool in turf grass management 


Sometimes insect and mite populations soar and organic controls might not be enough. If pesticide sprays must be used always ask, “how safe is it?”. All products have some toxicity; there is no totally safe pesticide, even natural ones. Some are very limited in their control and are used for specific insects. Targeting only the ones causing the damage is less harmful to the environment. Know how long the product lasts. Although those that biodegrade quickly will have to be used more often, they too are more environmentally friendly.

