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	Title: Spider Mite Populations Explode!
	Author: by Jeanne Rose, UC Master Gardener
	Page 1: Because of the recent period of extremely hot temperatures in this area, it's been almost impossible to keep enough water on all our bedding plants, trees and shrubs. Many of our plants are suffering and dying from the heat-related stress. I think I've even lost a few that are in five-gallon pots that were watered every other day at least. One other heat-related problem I've noticed is that there has been an explosion of spider mites on plants and in areas of the yard where they've never been problematic before. The main reason the infestation became so well established is that, during this period of high heat, higher-than-normal humidity and poor air quality, I hadn't spent enough time outdoors to monitor effectively.In order to actually see spider mites clearly, one needs a hand-held lens or a magnifying glass with 10-15 times magnification. The adult females, which are the largest, are less than 1/20 of an inch long. These mites live in colonies of up to hundreds, usually on the under surfaces of leaves. They are called webspinning spider mites because of the extremely fine webs they spin on infested leaves; this is an easy way to distinguish them from all other types of mites.In most parts of California spider mites are able to feed and reproduce all year on some crops and on weeds that retain their green leaves over the winter. On trees that drop their leaves, the webspinners overwinter as red or orange females under rough outer bark scales and in ground litter and trash. They feed and begin laying eggs when the weather warms in the spring.Mites multiply rapidly in hot weather, commonly becoming numerous in June through September. If temperature and plant food supplies are favorable, a generation can be completed in less than a week. These mites favor hot, dusty conditions; they are usually found first on trees or crop rows adjacent to dusty roadways or at margins of fields. As the quality of the plant foliage declines, mites are dispersed to other plants by wind currents. In late summer high mite populations start to decline rapidly when predators feed on them, host plant conditions worsen, and the weather begins to turn cooler.Mites damage plants by sucking cell contents from leaves. At first this shows up as a stippling of light dots on the leaves. As the feeding continues, the leaves turn yellow and fall off. Leaves, twigs and fruit are often covered with webbing. Water stress usually compounds the damage.
	Page 2: Tree fruit yield is not reduced during a year of infestation unless it occurs during the spring or early summer, but it may be affected the following year. Squash and similar annual vegetable crop yield can be impacted by loss of leaves which besides providing nourishment to the plants also protects the fruit from sunburn. On crops such as sugar peas and beans, spider mites are a greater concern when the pods are affected by mite feeding.Spider mites have many natural enemies which limit their numbers. The most important are brown lacewings, spider mite destroyers (a small lady beetle), and the western predatory mite. Care must be taken when applying insecticides. Don't just reach for the bottle and start spraying because you'll be killing off the natural mite predators, which can actually lead to an increase in the mite population. Sometimes a strong spray of water on both the upper and lower leaf surface is enough to reduce the mite population. If more control is necessary, spray with an insecticidal soap, but test it first on one or two plants to be sure it is not toxic to them. Be sure to get a good coverage on the lower leaf surface.For several years I sprayed with carbaryl (Sevin) to prevent coddling moths in apples. This was a success for the fruit, but during those years there were significant infestations of spider mites. I have since learned that carbaryl was one of the insecticides which, when mites were exposed to it in the lab, also caused them to reproduce many times faster than untreated populations. Last year I used malathion on the apples; there were neither codling moth larvae in the apples nor spider mites on the trees.Hopefully cooler temperatures will be with us before too much longer and the spider mite population will begin to decline.
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