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Ladybug

Rodolia cardinalis

Ladybugs have been called
the most beneficial of al beetles,
andit'snot hard tofigure out why.
Sincethedawnof agriculturetheir
voracious appetitesfor crop pests
have madethem invaluableto our
food-growing efforts, and they're
being used more and more today
ashiologically sound alternatives
to pesticides.

Thesesmall, oval insectswith
their bright, spotted shells have
long been wel comeguestsin agri-
cultural settings. Their name re-
flectsareligiousgratitudefor their
services, for in Europe they were
dedicated to the Virgin Mary as
"Our Lady'sBeetles." Thefamil-
lar children's rhyme, "Ladybug,
ladybug, fly away home/ Your
houseisonfire, your childrenwill
burn,” also grew out of the Euro-
pean farming experience. After
harvesting crops, it was custom-
ary to burn what was left to clear
the field and destroy any insect
pests. Ladybuglarvae, unableto
fly, also perished in the fires.

There are 475 species of |a-
dybugs, or Coccinellidag, in the
continental United States, and all
but two are beneficial. None,
though, providesamoredramatic
example of usefulness than
Rodolia cardinalis, which saved
Californiascitrus crop 100 years
ago. Thecottony-cushionscale, a
destructive insect introduced ac-
cidentally from Australiain 1868,

waswiping out peach, lime, orange
and other trees. By the mid-1880s
farmers had tried every compound
they had, but the pest was still so
bad that many just gave up. An
AmericanbiologistinAustraliasaw
that Rodolia cardinalis fed on the
scale, and a few hundred ladybugs
were shipped to California. Within
two years, the pest was under com-
plete control and the citrusindustry
was saved.
Elsewhereinthe
United States, proof ~ g4
of the ladybug's ¢
worth hasbeenless
dramatic,
but sci- .«
entists #
havef
made
small
inroads 7
in ex- £aG
ploiting §

similar predatory relationships.
Coccinellaseptembpunctata,
known commonly as the seven-
spotted ladybug, has been intro-
duced with some degree of suc-
cessin anumber of statesto con-
trol aphids on afalfa and corn.
Chilocorus kuwanii has similarly
been used in an effort to curb a
scale harmful to euonymous, a
decorative shrub. Hippodamia
converngens, gathered in the
mountainsof California, isshipped
out to prey on aphids, Colorado
potato beetle eggs and other crop
pests. There are dozens of crops,
trees and shrubsthat benefit from
the ladybug's appetite for preda-
tors, and much of the research
involving ladybugsisdesigned to
target their use. By studyingtheir
eating preferences, scientists can
release them where needed.
-Many ex-




periments are being conducted with ladybugs (and
other predators) brought to the United States from
overseas. This is necessary because fully athird of
U.S. crop pests were imported, usually accidentally.
Often they have no natural predators in their new
surroundings, and their old ones must be found and
brought in where possible. There are a number of
indigenous species that consume pests, but not in
numbers sufficient to commercialy rival pesticides.

Although commerce in ladybugs is still in its
infancy in many states, ladybugs are ahot commercial
item in some parts of the country, particularly in the
West. Many are sold to farmers by the thousand for
specific pest control purposes. The problem with this,
accordingtoscientists, isthat |ladybugswill sometimes
eat the pest, then fly away, laying eggs el sewhere and
leaving the next generation of pestswithout apredator.
"They benefit somebody,” said one researcher, "but
rarely the person who paid for them.”

Ladybugs work best en masse, and the site of
thousands gathered on a fruit tree in the spring is
dramatic. They'redrawn together by sex pheromones.
A female will release the pheromone, and males can
detect it from several miles away. Other females
release more, and soon ladybugs are bunched in huge
numbers.

After mating, the female lays eggs on the under-
sideof aleaf orinabark crevice. Sincetheyoungdon't
havewings, theeggsarealwayslaid on apest-infested
plant or treewherefoodiscloseat hand. Theyoungare
insatiable, devouring eggs, aphids, mites and scale
insects. Each female lays hundreds of eggs, and each
of the larvae may eat thousands of pests. After afew
weeks each larvareachesfull size, then hangsitself up
by thetail to the surface of aleaf and transformsinto a
short, stout chrysalis. This pupal stage lasts 10 to 14
days, then the shell that has developed splits and a
winged, adult ladybug emerges.

The adults that make it through the summer will
hibernate during the winter, and avaluable peculiarity
ensures that many will make it. Ladybugs secrete a
foul-tasting substance that makes them unpal atable to
birds. Some species hibernate in large clusters, but
many hide singly under bark, in old haystacks, or in
houses or other buildings. A ladybug hibernatingina
pioneer home was thought of as a sign of good luck.

Theuseof ladybugsand other alternative method-
ologiesin pest management isinitsinfant stage, but as
farmers and backyard gardeners ook to environmen-
tally sound controls, more will turn to a source of pest
predation that's as old as farming itself — the ladybug.
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