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Several non-insects, near insects and possible insect
pests

by Dr.Richard Lindquist
OARDC Dept. of Entomology

The Ohio State University

Several non-insects, near insects and possible insects (depending on who is doing the classification) can be found
associated with greenhouse crops. All seem to do best in cool and moist conditions, and can be pests in certain
situations. Control is often difficult when this occurs. The following is a summary of three of these creatures.

1. Slugs

Slugs have been at least occasional problems in greenhouses and nurseries for a long time, but with the increase
in perennial crop production, slug problems are on the increase. Slugs are in the animal class Gastropoda,
which also includes clams, squid and snails. In fact, slugs are essentially snails without shells. Several species
can be found feeding on greenhouse plants (Figure 1), ranging in length from less than 0.4 inches (1 cm) to more
than 10 inches (25 cm).

Slugs produce eggs (Figure 2) in groups of 50 or fewer, which are deposited in soil or other growing media
indentations. If moisture and temperature conditions are right (cool and moist), the eggs will hatch. If not, egg
hatch will be delayed until the proper conditions exist. Slugs mature and begin to reproduce in three to five
months.

Slugs will feed on many different plants, but will have favorites if given a choice. Feeding is done by means of
rasping mouthparts. Leaves on entire plants can be skeletonized by slug feeding. Most slug activity is at night or
on dark cool days. Slugs are mostly water and produce large amounts of mucous, which helps them move across
dry surfaces. The mucous dries to a shiny trail, which is easily seen on leaves and potting media and is an
excellent indicator of slug activity (Figure 3).

Because slugs are susceptible to drying, anything that can be done to reduce moisture will help to reduce slug
activity. Raising plants off the ground and allowing air to circulate beneath the pots will help. Slugs will climb
up greenhouse benches, but most of them will remain on or near the ground. Reducing moisture and placing
plants on benches off the ground is not possible for many growers who overwinter perennial plants in cool
greenhouses or under protective covers outdoors. If slugs are problems, most growers will use commercial slug
baits containing metaldehyde - which is available in several different formulations varying in effectiveness. The
best formulations available now seem to be Deadline Bullets and Deadline Granules. The metaldehyde is
attractive to slugs, and when eaten causes the slugs to produce large amounts of mucous. Death is through water
loss.

2. Pillbugs and Sowbugs

These animals are are in the class Crustacea, which makes them relatives of lobsters and crayfish. Most
members of the group are aquatic, but sowbugs and pillbugs are not. They have five or more pairs of legs, and
are about 0.5 inch (1.2 cm) long. Sowbugs are more flattened. Pillbugs can roll into a ball for defense (Figure 4).
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Sowbugs cannot roll into a ball.

Female sowbugs and pillbugs produce eggs, which are carried in a pouch on the female's abdomen for several
weeks until they hatch. The young, which resemble small adults, sometimes remain in the pouch after hatching.
It takes about one year to reach maturity, and adults can live for three years. Sowbugs and pillbugs breathe
through gills, so they need moisture to survive. Activity is mostly at night and on dark, wet days.

Although both sowbugs and pillbugs are normally scavengers, feeding on decaying vegetation, they can damage
roots and stems of living plants. Sometimes they will even damage leaves. When this occurs, control may be
necessary. As with slugs, reducing moisture by raising plants off the ground and increasing air circulation will
help. The pyrethroid insecticides Decathlon and Topcide are labeled for control of sowbugs and pillbugs.

3. Springtails

Springtails may or may not be insects, depending on the classification schemes of different authorities. This
means that they are either in the order Collembola in the Class Insecta, or in the Class Collembola in the
Phylum Arthropoda. Whatever classification is correct, it should not make any difference to this description.

Springtails (Figure 5) live in soil and potting media - in addition to many other environments and climatic
conditions. They are quite small, the largest about 0.25 inches (6mm) long, and are very abundant in all kinds
of situations, from field production to potted plants in office buildings. Not much is known about their biology,
such as number of eggs produced and length of life cycle. Their color may be white, black or with a blue or
purple tint. They usually prefer cool and damp conditions. Because springtails are so small, they often are not
noticed. Springtails are sometimes mistaken for thrips moving over the potting media surface - especially after
plants have been irrigated.

Springtails are so-called because of the way in which they "spring" or jump when disturbed. Most species have
a forked apparatus called a furcula that is folded forward into a latch-like structure called a tenaculum. When
the furcula is released it presses against the surface and the springtail leaps - sometimes several inches.

Normally scavengers that feed on fungi, algae, pollen, and decaying vegetation using stylet-like mouthparts,
springtails can sometimes injure young roots. This does not occur in greenhouse potted plant production, but is
possible in the perennial plant production system mentioned earlier. Field-produced ornamentals can be injured
as well. No specific insecticides are registered for control of Springtails.
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Fig. 1. A group of mature slugs on a bean leaf. Note the shiny mucous,
produced by these animals.
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Fig. 2. A cluster of slug eggs, which are about the size of shotgun pellets. 
Mature slugs produce these eggs in groups of 50 or less.
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Fig. 3. Typical slug feeding injury on leaves. Note the mucous, 
or slime, trail produced by the slug as it moved around.
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Fig. 4. A group of pillbugs rolled into their defensive posture.



Noninsect pests

archive/dec98/nonpst5.html[7/29/2011 12:40:35 PM]

Fig. 5. A springtail with its' jumping apparatus extended.
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