Deep Southwest Gardening by Bill Cook, Arizona Master Gardener 
Managing Garden Insects without Poison
This year, in my booming vegetable and fruit garden, I haven’t had to do a thing about insects because the good guys are taking out the bad guys all on their own. That didn’t happen by accident. In next month’s column I’ll explain how I did it so that you can decide if you want to try my methods next year. 

But I realize that this won’t help you if insects are destroying your garden right now. So, before you go out to buy an off-the-shelf poison that might harm friendly insects or songbirds, or your pets and your family, please read on.
Why Not Just Nuke ‘Em?

Just because you see insects doesn’t necessarily mean you have a problem. You need those little guys to pollinate your garden. And a lot of them are predators that live on the ones you don’t want around. And don’t forget you’re going to be eating the stuff you’re spraying. There’s no way around it—prevention is the best medicine. But there are also ways at this late end of the season that you can avoid poisons. Here’s how.
It’s pretty easy to learn to identify the insects and the eggs in your garden, so that you can tell how many friends you’ve got and how many foes. You can do this by observing the insects (and eggs) and the damage they are doing. There are two basic types of garden insects: chewing and sucking. Chewing insect damage shows up on leaves or roots or on the fruit or vegetable. Sucking insect damage is more insidious—those suckers don’t just rob nutrients from the plant, they spread disease by getting into the vascular systems of one plant after another without brushing their teeth in between. If one plant is diseased, in no time others are sick too.
While you’re surveying the damage to your plants, you should be watching for beneficial insects like wasps, ladybugs, mantids and lacewings. The trick is to teach yourself to see the beneficial-to-pest ratio, because sometimes the best thing to do is just wait. Look at the illustration below. As the pest population increases, so does the food supply for the predator, so their population increases right behind the pests’. Soon the predators will be wiping out most of the pests. Then, as the pest population drops, the predator population declines too, and the cycle begins again. This cycle can occur many times in a growing season. For example, aphids can reproduce in a week. But their predator, the ladybug, also hatches continuously, and over time it will prevail.
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If you suffer from PMS (Plant Management Syndrome) and just hanging loose for a week is going to drive you crazy, you can introduce more predators. You can buy beneficial insects at the nursery or online, or go out in the wild and gather them. It’s too late for this year, but next year you can grow plants that attract the predator insects, along with “trap-and-lure” crops for the pests.  Some of our weeds in this region, like Sow Thistle and Prickly Lettuce, are more delicious to an aphid than most of our food crops. So the aphids will all go to those… and the ladybugs know that. Certain weeds like Devil’s Claw, left around the garden in very small quantities, traps pests under leaves that are sticky on the bottoms. Right now, if you have any lettuce left or have more on the way, leave some of it to bolt, and you’ll soon find it covered with ladybugs and their eggs. 
You may prefer a more mechanical approach. Some of the pests on your plants, like mites, can be blasted off with a garden hose. Those individuals, once they are on the ground, won’t get back up into the plants. I’m a believer in using physical barriers like the floating row cover that you can buy at a nursery. But if you use it, remember to remove it for part of each day if the plants need to be pollinated. 

Traps are very simple to make. Get a piece of bright yellow cardboard and coat it with something sticky like Tree Tanglefoot—a goop you can buy in nurseries. The bright yellow attracts certain insects more than others. Cucumber beetles can’t resist it. For apple maggots, take a red ball, coat it with goop and hang it in your tree.
Pheromone traps are engineered for specific insects and are the most effective for lowering specific populations. They are little tunnels coated with a sticky substance and a small pheromone plug that attracts the males of the target species. For example, a coddling moth trap smells like a female of the species in heat. The males fly in and never come out.

Anyone can make a simple trap consisting of a lightbulb suspended over a bucket of soapy water (make sure it’s well secured so you don’t have any electrical accidents). 

The most important part of using traps is to monitor them daily, to make sure you’re not attracting and killing the beneficial insects.
A tried-and-true mechanical approach to pest management is to spray soapy water directly on the offending insects, avoiding the beneficial ones. Be sure to use unscented dish detergent because the scents tend to be toxic. And don’t ever use an antibacterial soap—you need those bacteria to keep your garden healthy. Ivory Liquid is always a good choice.

 Another swift and sure method of insect control is diatomaceous earth. The powder clogs up insects’ breathing passages, and with the chewers it gums up their mandibles. But don’t breathe the stuff! It can give you silicosis of the lung. The other big drawback is that it is non-selective – it will wipe out bees. Garden centers will recommend it but there are big disadvantages, so think carefully about it.

A simple and precise form of insecticide that you can make at home is what I call fermented bug juice. It will only target the pests that you select. You gather about a cup’s worth of your pest, say those squash bugs that are famously hard to kill, smash them up in the bottom of a quart mason jar, top it off with water, and set it in a warm place for about a week to ferment. You can do the same with drowned insects from a trap. After it ferments, strain the solution into your sprayer, top it off with water, and spray it on the foliage (everything but the parts you eat) and on the ground around the plants. This will spread any disease that any of the insects were carrying so that the rest of the insects on the plants are exposed. They will sicken and die, but the plants will not. 
After reading all of this, if you still want to use a chemical insecticide or fungicide, don’t just rush down to the garden center and grab something off the shelf. Go to a reputable nursery that carries organic products and find a trained nursery professional to advise you. Or, at the very least, read the label carefully. Be sure you are applying it properly and at the proper time or you could poison yourself and your family and still not be rid of the pests.

Next month’s column will be on prevention of insect problems—“cultural practice” you can use so that you, like me, will never have to deal directly with an insect.

Bill Cook, an Arizona Master Gardener, lives, gardens and sells fresh produce in Greenlee County. Contact him at duncanfarmersmarket@yahoo.com.
