
BENEFICIAL INSECTS - Encourage these insects to thrive in your garden! 

Lady Beetles 

There are several different types of lady beetles, all of them insect predators of mites, aphids or scale-

type insects.  The most commonly seen lady beetles, with their bright, red-orange bodies and black 

heads, are familiar to everyone.  These attractive insects have a voracious appetite for aphids, with 

adults eating between 200 and 500 before laying their eggs.  The lady beetle larvae are small black 

grubs with orange spots on their backs.  They look very much like a tiny alligator.  While the larvae are 

not as appealing as the adults, they are equally beneficial, consuming as many as 300-400 aphids    

before they emerge as adult lady beetles. 

 

Ground Beetles 

Sometimes mistaken for cockroaches or black vine weevils, ground beetles are large, long-legged, hard-

shelled beetles.  They have a shiny, often metallic, iridescence, and may be black, green, bronze, or a 

combination of these colors.  Usually found on the ground or under objects or debris, they will run rather 

than fly when disturbed.  Ground beetles are nocturnal, and they prey on a number of different insects, 

most notably caterpillars.  Ground beetle larvae are also predators.  They are about an inch long and 

segmented.  Their legs are grouped near the front, and their heads are distinct from their bodies. 

 

Lacewings 

Adult lacewings are delicate-looking insects about 3/4”  long, with lacy wings. They are green or brown, 

and as adults they feed on pollen or the honeydew produced by insects.  The larvae are active predators 

of many insects and insect eggs, including aphids, scale, caterpillars, leafhoppers, mites and thrips.  The 

larvae can be difficult to find, as they often hide under debris.  They are about 1/2”  long and resemble 

flat alligators with large tusks, which they use to pierce their prey and suck out fluids.  Brown lacewings 

lay their eggs directly on leaves, and green lacewings attach their eggs to leaves with a stiff thread. 

 

Hover Flies or Flower Flies 

These insects derive their common names from their habit of hovering around flowers.  Some are nectar

-feeding insects that are important for pollination; others are predacious insects, feeding on aphids,   

caterpillars, beetles, thrips and sawfly larvae.  Often they are brightly colored and resemble wasps or 

bees, but they do not bite or sting. 

 

Robber Flies and Tachinid Flies 

Both of these flies resemble large houseflies.  The robber fly can grow up to an inch long, and has a  

 



longer, narrower, more tapered body than a housefly.  It has a loud buzz, and jumps on its prey, which 

are usually small beetle larvae.  Tachinid flies are smaller than robber flies but bigger than houseflies.  

They are hairy with a squatty body.  Tachinid maggots parasitize caterpillars. 

 

Dragonflies 

These large, beautiful, iridescent insects may be black, blue or green.  Most often they are seen around 

lakes and ponds, but they may be found in gardens as well.  Harmless to humans, they are effective 

predators of flies, moths and mosquitoes. 

 

Assassin Bugs and Soldier Bugs 

Assassin bugs range from 1/2 to 1 inches in length, and they look similar to squash bugs and stink bugs, 

but they have longer legs.  They position themselves among foliage and grab other insects as they go 

by.  They will bite humans if they feel threatened.  Shaking vegetable foliage before harvesting the fruits 

should prevent this from happening. 

 

Soldier bugs also look like squash bugs or stink bugs, but they are sturdy insects with spine-like     

shoulders, resembling the epaulets on a soldier ’ s uniform.  They are black and lightly speckled, and 

they feed on caterpillars and other insect pests. 

 

Parasitic Wasps 

Most of these wasps are tiny, though some may be an inch or more long.  They are often seen visiting 

flowers, as the adults are nectar feeders.  They appear to have long stingers, but actually these are   

ovipositors, which the wasp uses to deposit its eggs in caterpillars, soft-bodied insects, and insect eggs.  

One species builds cocoons on the backs of tomato hornworms.  Another type deposits an egg in      

individual aphids, “ mummifying ”  them. 

 

Honeybees 

Honeybees are the primary pollinators of garden plants.  They rarely sting and should be encouraged in 

the garden.  Distinguish them from yellow jackets by their more faded, amber and black coloring.  They 

are also fatter and hairier than yellow jackets. 

 

Praying Mantises 

Praying mantises are fascinating insects that should be encouraged if found, but they are not selective 

in what they eat, preying on both destructive and beneficial insects.  Also, they produce only one      

generation a year and they themselves are a favorite food of birds, snakes and other animals. 

   

Spiders 

Although they are not insects, spiders are good garden predators, trapping or stalking many common 

garden pests.  If possible, they and their egg sacs should be left undisturbed when found in the garden.  

While they will occasionally bite if provoked, poisonous spiders are rare, and are not usually found on 

garden plants.  



ENCOURAGING AND MAINTAINING BENEFICIAL INSECTS IN THE GARDEN 

 

The most important action a gardener can take to encourage and maintain beneficial insects in the    

garden is to limit or stop the use of pesticides.  Beneficial insects are very susceptible to pesticide use, 

often more so than the targeted pest.  When possible, handpick or remove pest insects with a forceful 

spray of water rather than a harmful pesticide.   If pesticides are absolutely necessary, use less toxic 

pesticides with less residual effect, such as insecticidal soaps and horticultural oils.  Remember that 

beneficial insects will be killed, and use these sprays only as a spot treatment when absolutely          

necessary. 

 

Plant a wide variety of garden plants, particularly flowering plants, to provide nectar and pollen for those 

beneficial insects that need it.  Herbs are especially attractive to beneficial insects, particularly those 

with many flowers arranged in tight umbels, such as dill, parsley and fennel.  Beneficial insects are also 

attracted to small-flowered herbs and to flowers in the daisy family.  

 

Provide shelter for the beneficial insects by adding rocks and mulches to the garden.  Some experts  

recommend planting a low-growing hedge near or in vegetable gardens to provide shade and protection 

for predatory insects.  These practices will also help to retain moisture in the area, another must for the 

survival of the predators. 

 

INTRODUCING BENEFICIAL INSECTS TO THE GARDEN 

 

The eggs of many beneficial insects can be purchased through garden catalogs.  Late spring to early 

summer is usually the best time to release these insects, when pest populations are plentiful and nectar 

is available.  Remember that many beneficial insects are host specific, and they will leave or die if they 

cannot find their specific prey.  Place eggs or release insects in the area of their food supply.  Purchased 

eggs or insects can usually be kept for several days at room temperature, but try to distribute them as 

promptly as possible.  Morning or evening is the best time for release.  Be sure to wet down leaves, as 

the predators may be thirsty.   


