Good bug, bad bug


Not all bugs are created equally. Everyone loves butterflies, despite the fact that they are clearly insects; they have three body parts (a head, a thorax and an abdomen), six legs, and antenna on their heads. Make a few changes in a butterfly, though – fuzzy antenna and body, preference for flying at night – and suddenly you send my mom diving into her sleeping bag screaming, “Close the tent flap, the moths are getting in!” 


Even a really gross bug like a cockroach can be fascinating under the appropriate circumstances. When not one, but two cockroaches fell out of my hair in a hotel room in Mexico, that was an inappropriate circumstance. Ten years later, though, when I found myself working at the Bell Museum of Natural History, I was suddenly able to squelch my repulsion for these prehistoric arthropods in order to teach student programs. “See kids,” I would say with gusto, “You don’t have to be afraid of this giant hissing cockroach. Look at how nicely it sits in my hand.” After class, I would return the roaches to their aquarium and shudder, “Eww.” 


In our gardens, we may be tempted to treat all bugs as enemies. There are hundreds of species of beneficial insects, however. Familiar to most people is the ladybug beetle, which eats aphids, mealybugs and spider mites. Less familiar are the assassin bug, big-eyed bug and syrphid fly larva, all of which also eat aphids, as well as caterpillars, leafhoppers and mealybugs. If you’ve ever been frustrated by insects such as cabbage moths or corn borers attacking your vegetable garden, then you’ll be a fan of the trichogramma wasp. Its larva parasitizes the eggs of over 200 pest insects, devouring their growing bodies from the inside out. Now that’s a fun way to imagine your insect enemies dying!


Use caution when applying insecticides to your yard or garden, as many brands sold in garden centers are non-targeted, meaning they will kill good and bad insects alike. Research suggests that the widespread use of insecticides is partially responsible for the decline in pollinators such as bees and butterflies over the past 50 years. Nearly all insecticides have the potential to significantly alter ecosystems, many are toxic to humans and others are concentrated in the food chain. DDT, for example, was once used to kill mosquitoes. It was outlawed in 1972 after people realized that it was killing bald eagles as well. The insecticide was sprayed on lakes and rivers where mosquitoes layed their eggs. It was passed on to fish when they ate the contaminated insects and then to eagles as they ate the fish. Even today, scientists still find trace amounts of DDT in locations such as the Apostle Islands of Lake Superior. 


The best way to fight insects and other pests is to control them before they get a foothold in your yard and garden. One way to do this is by planting native trees, shrubs, flowers and grasses, which are more resistant to our Minnesota pests than plants from Europe or Asia. You can use the plant selector tool on www.BlueThumb.org to find the best native plants for the soil and shade conditions in your yard. The website also has links to local retailers selling native Minnesota plants in our area. Other techniques for discouraging insect pests in your garden include watering in the morning and using mulch to reduce weeds, which often harbor pests. 


If you decide to use a pesticide in your yard, take a little time to accurately identify the pest and look for a pesticide that kills just that pest, and not beneficial bugs as well. You may also want to consider using a biological pesticide, usually a bacteria that attacks the insect pest, to reduce your environmental impact. Never spray chemicals near water (this goes for herbicides and fertilizers as well) and avoid spraying on windy days and near paved surfaces, where the chemical can be washed into the storm sewer and contaminate nearby lakes and streams. 


Our cold Minnesota winters give us some respite from bugs, slugs and other creepy-crawlies. It won’t be long, though, before we’re slapping away mosquitoes and diving into sleeping bags to hide from moths. It is important to remember that for every caterpillar munching on our vegetable leaves, there is a wasp munching on a caterpillar’s insides, and for every horsefly buzzing in our hair, there is a bee buzzing in our garden and helping our flowers and vegetables to grow. Chemical pesticides may offer a quick fix, but they can come with unintended consquences. Sometimes we just have to accept the bad bugs with the good. 
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