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BACKGROUND 
Biological control has been 
proposed as a method for 
controlling insect pests of 
floricultural crops for many 
years.  Although effective 
across many pest-crop systems, 
the 3-10 fold increase in the 
monetary costs, typically 
associated with biological 
control, prevents some growers 
from embracing it as a regular 
practice. 

Currently, approximately 50 
species of parasitoids, 
predators, and pathogens are 
available from commercial 
insectaries for use to control 

arthropod pests of greenhouse 
and nursery crops.  Two 
questions are central to their 
efficient and economical use.  
They are: (1) When should 
biological control be initiated 
and (2) How should natural 
enemies be optimally released 
to maximize their efficacy. 
Answers to these questions are 
needed not only to make 
biological controls effective in 
the specific systems utilized, 
but also for the general practice 
of biological control in 
greenhouse and nursery crops. 

When Optimally To 
Release Natural Enemies 
For Mites! 
In a commercial greenhouse, 
plants infested with two-
spotted spider mites 
(Tetranychus urticae) were 
arranged into three groups 
based on their planting date.  
Within each age group, plants 
were allocated to one of two 
treatment groups: (1) biological 
control or (2) the grower 
derived chemical control 
program. Each age-by-
treatment group was replicated 
four times.  Two Phytoseiulus 
persimilis were released 
weekly per pot for the 
biological control treatments; 
while the grower applied 
insecticides as perceived in the 

chemical control treatments.   

Diffenbachia range with plants of 
various ages.  Control of two spotted 
spider mite (left inset) may be 
controlled by properly timed releases 
of the predatory mite Phytoseiulus 
persimilis. 

In all three treatments (recently 
potted plants, plants in mid 
production, and plants near 
harvest), releases of P. 
persimilis provided biological 
control of T. urticae. However, 
plants in mid-production and 
near harvest harbored moderate 
to high densities of pest mites 
prior to achieving successful 
biological control. Thus they 
had significant crop damage.  
In contrast, releases initiated at 
the beginning of the crop cycle 
yielded damage free plants.  
Also insect control was 
significantly greater than the 
chemical control program. 

Cost for the biological control 
program was almost 10% less 
and the level of control was 
greater than the weekly spray 
program used by the grower.  
Southwest greenhouse growers 
are now using regular releases 
of P. persimilis to control mite 
problems on foliage plants and 
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miniature roses. 




