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April Q & A
By Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Advisor
Q. Must I use an insecticide to get rid of the aphids on my roses?
A. This time of year rose owners can rely on biological control to reduce aphids. The "potato" aphid is
congregating on rose buds and high numbers sometimes kill or reduce flower size. These aphids usually
last a month in the spring and then 'disappear' thanks to beneficial insects. Look for ladybugs (properly
called the convergent lady beetle), the minute pirate bug, green lacewings, and larvae of hover flies.
These four predators like to make meals out of aphids, while beneficial parasites (teeny-weeny wasps
that don't sting humans) deposit their eggs inside the adult aphid. The baby wasp develops within the
aphid but the aphid soon dies and turns into a tan colored mummy. When the new adult wasp is ready to
emerge, it cuts a nice round hole in the tummy of the mummy and flies away to repeat the entire
process.
Most insecticides used on aphids kill ALL bugs. To keep good bugs around try removing aphids from buds
with sharp streams of water or a mild soapy spray (1 squirt dish soap + 1 teaspoon vegetable oil + 1 quart
water). Insecticide soaps and narrow-range oil sprays are also available in stores. Don't give up after
one try. Instead repeat treatments and keep knocking off the pests to buy time for the good bugs to
do their job.
Q. I'm noticing small white spots on my rose leaves and even the stems of rose buds are covered with a
thin white layer. What causes this?
A. Powdery mildew on roses is another warm weather pest! Mildew thrives when cool nights are followed
by warm days. Many people think that sprinkling rose bushes encourages powdery mildew, but this is not
true. In fact overhead sprinkling in the middle of the day can actually limit the disease by interrupting
the daily spore release cycle. Leaves still have plenty of time to dry before nightfall so other leaf spots
do not become problems.
Synthetic fungicides like 'Funginex" need to be applied at the first sign of powdery mildew, however a
homemade recipe (4 teaspoons of baking soda (sodium bicarbonate) + 1 ounce vegetable oil + 1 gallon of
water) is also effective. Spray so leaves are wet but not dripping in early morning or evening. Kaligreen
is a commercial fungicide containing potassium bicarbonate that works similarly.

Q. What can I do to eliminate the wasps that are nesting near my front door?
A. Yellowjackets, paper wasps, and mud daubers are commonly seen building their nests this time of
year, but the yellowjacket is most troublesome for humans. Every spring a female wasp starts building a
nest to house the colony of wasps she plans to create. Colonies range in size from 15 to 15,000 wasps
per nest. Yellowjackets vigorously defend their nests when disturbed. Paper wasps are much less
aggressive and rarely attack humans. Mud daubers do not defend their nests and rarely sting.
Yellowjackets are predators and help us by killing large numbers of plant-feeding insects and nuisance
flies. They only become a problem when they threaten to sting humans and pets. Wasp stingers have no
barbs, so repeated stings are possible from the same wasp, especially when the wasp gets inside
clothing. Yellowjacket stings are usually around nest sites, but scavenging yellowjackets will sometime
sting if someone tries to swat them away from a potential food source. As with any stinging incident, it
is best to leave the area of the nest site as quickly as possible.
Yellowjacket behavior progresses from docile to aggressive over the season. At first wasps prey on
insects but as the colony enlarges and food sources become scarce they start scavenging food at
picnics, garbage cans and pet food dishes. Some groups of scavenger wasps can be quite large and
threatening.
The best way to prevent unpleasant encounters with wasps is to avoid them. Try not to go near their
nesting places. If wasps must be eliminated, it is easiest and safest to call for professional help.
Early season removal of nests is sometimes all it takes to avoid wasps all year long. Nests are built in
fruit trees, bushes, under eaves, in rotted tree stumps, or rodent holes. Knocking down newly started
wasp nests will cause the founding female to go elsewhere and start again. Wasps are actively starting
their nests right now. If some female chooses to nest too close for your comfort, best to knock it down
right now and get her to move along.
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