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Spiders are a Gardener’s Friend
by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener
Many people fear or dislike spiders but, for the most part, spiders are beneficial and do not harm
people. They primarily cause problems by producing messy cobwebs. Regardless of whether you are
attracted to spiders or repelled by them, spiders perform a very useful pest control service, both
indoors and out.
Technically speaking spiders are arachnids, not insects. Spiders have 8 legs and 2 body parts (a head
region and an abdomen) and they lack wings and antennae. Insects have 6 legs and 3 body parts (head,
thorax, and abdomen), wings and antennae.
Unlike mosquitoes, spiders do not seek people in order to bite them. Generally, a spider doesn’t try to
bite a person unless it has been squeezed, lain on, or similarly provoked to defend itself. Many common
spiders cannot harm people because their jaws are too small and their fangs are too short to penetrate
adult skin. Most spiders do have toxic venom, which they use to kill their prey. However, only those
spiders whose venom typically causes a serious reaction in humans are called “poisonous” spiders and in
California the primary spider to worry about is the female black widow.
The typical adult female black widow has a shiny black body, slender black legs, and a red or orange
mark in the shape of an hourglass on the underside of the large, round abdomen. The body, excluding
legs, is about one-half inch long. This spider can bite through a person’s skin and inject enough venom
to cause a painful reaction. The adult male black widow is smaller than the female, is not even black,
and is seldom noticed. It does possess venom, but its fangs are too small to break human skin.
Contrary to popular belief, the female black widow rarely eats the male after mating, but may do so if
hungry.
Tarantulas are long-lived spiders that occupy burrows in the ground during the day but often come out
at night to hunt insects near the burrow. These spiders range from 1 to 2 inches in body size and are a
common site in our foothills, especially in the late summer and fall. They commonly are feared because
of their large size and hairy appearance, but should just be left alone. Some poisonous tarantulas occur
in tropical parts of the world, but the bites of California tarantulas are not likely to be serious—at
worst, they are similar to a bee sting.
Many people overreact over the common daddy longlegs. First of all, there are three kinds of critters
nicknamed daddy longlegs. Most often it is used to describe spider-like creatures called harvestmen
(Opiliones), which do not have venom glands. Sometimes people call a crane fly, which is a true fly and
poses no threat to humans, a daddy longlegs. The third critter is for cellar spiders and these are
arachnids that are common in California and do have venom glands. However, there is no scientific

evidence to confirm that their venom can harm a human being. So you really don’t need to worry about
any kind of daddy longlegs.
It’s no wonder we see spiders everywhere. There are over 3000 species of spiders in North America
alone and an estimated 170,000 species worldwide. Common families include funnel weavers (grass
spiders), crab (flower spiders), orb weavers (garden spiders), sac, dwarf, wolf, lynx, jumping, recluse,
and cobweb weavers (includes the black widow). Most spiders prefer dark, shady locations. Hunting
spiders (as opposed to web spinning spiders), such as wolf spiders and jumping spiders, physically attack
their prey rather than trapping it in a web. The daddy longlegs (harvestmen) hunts small insects also.
Natural enemies of spiders are certain insects, birds, lizards, and some vertebrates.
Spiders in the garden are beneficial, so their activities should be encouraged in the garden. They eat
only live insects, mites, and sometimes each other, but not plants. Spiders indoors are more of a
nuisance than dangerous. The only reason they are indoors is because there is a food source for them.
The best approach to controlling spiders in and around the home is to remove hiding spots for secretive
spiders such as black widows and regularly clean webs off the house with brushes and vacuums. The
easiest approach inside the house is to vacuum the web and spider. The dust inside the vacuum bag will
kill the spider by suffocating it.
Chemical control is so temporary that it is impractical, costly and potentially more dangerous than a
spider bite. Typically pesticide control of spiders is difficult unless you actually see the spider and are
able to spray it. If you spray a spider, it will be killed only if the spray lands directly on it; the spray
residual does not have a long-lasting effect. This means a spider can walk over a sprayed surface a few
days (and in many cases, a few hours) after treatment and not be affected.
It is just as easy and much less toxic to crush the spider with a rolled up newspaper or your shoe or to
vacuum it up. Sticky traps offer a noninsecticidal way to remove spiders from your home and patio as
long as you can place the traps where pets and curious children can’t tamper with them. For more
information download the Pest Note on Spiders from the UC IPM website: http://ipm.ucdavis.edu.
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