
 
 

The GOOD, BAD and UGLY Creatures in Your Garden 
A Brief Synopsis by Kate Yturri, San Juan County Master Gardener 

 
 
THE GOOD - PREDATORS 
Many of these predators play an important part in flower pollination as well.  Strategies for 
attracting and keeping these insects in your garden include: 

 Do not use broad-spectrum pesticides although infrequent use of narrow spectrum 
insecticides may not affect beneficial insect populations 

 Reduce lawn since it does not attract beneficial insects 

 Do plant a diverse collection of plants and flowers 

 Since most beneficial insects reside in riparian areas near backyard, preserve or create this 
type of environment to encourage them to stay. 

 
Predatory Bugs feed on mites, aphids, leafhoppers, thrips , caterpillars, mealy bugs, scale insects and 
insect eggs and mostly overwinter in leaf litter or bark emerge in early spring and eat not only bad 
insects but their eggs as well 
 

Stink bugs – shield shape body and range in size from ¼ - 1 “ they discharge a disagreeable odor 
when handled only occasionally feeds on plants though recent invasion of marmorated Asian 
stink bug mostly eats plants 
 
Damsel bugs – slender insects up to a ½ “ long with elongated head, long antennae and enlarged 
front legs, mostly yellowish, gray or dull brown, emerge in spring and eat lots of the bad guys 
 
Big-eyed bugs  - oval, somewhat flat and 1/10 – 1/5 ‘”long and have a wide head with prominent, 
bulging eyes and short antennae, gray brown to black and wiggle when they walk, multiple 
generations each year between April and September, eat lots of bad guys 
 
Assassin bugs – 2/5-4/5 “ long with long narrow head, round beady eyes and an extended three 
segmented needle like beak, ranging in color from brown to black or red , long lived, often more 
than one season and consume lots of the bad guys 
 
Ambush bugs – closely related to assassin bugs but smaller ½ “ long and specialize in preying on 
insects that are visiting flowers, however immatures live on other parts of the plant and actually 
eat more of the garden bad guys than their parents 
 
Mirids - small ¼ “ long and black or brown in color, similar to big eyed bugs but without the 
bulging eyes, some eat plants but do minimal damage, voracious predators 
 
Minute pirate bugs  - 1/12- 1/15” long, oval ,black or purplish with white markings on forewings 
that extend beyond the tip of the body  
 

 



Predatory Beetles are the most diverse and numerous groups of insects  
 

Ground beetles  - range in size from 1/8-1 “ long, shiny dark with prominent eyes and thread like 
antennae, live in soil and detritus, are nocturnal, rarely seen but exist in large numbers  
 
Rove beetles  - odd looking, shiny brown and ¼ - 1 “ long with elongated bodies, short wings and 
long sharp mandibles, also nocturnal and secretive,  however if you turn over a rock especially 
near a compost pile you will find them 
 
Lady beetles  - our favorite beetle, loved by gardeners and children, only a dozen of the 90 
species in the NW are likely to be in the garden but all are valuable predators and indicate a 
healthy environment, should be encouraged to stay since attracting and conserving lady beetles 
is more effective and sustainable than introducing purchased lady beetles  
 
Scymnus beetles  - slightly larger than lady beetles 1/25-1/16 “ round, brown and look a lot like the 
common mite eating lady beetle 

 
 
Predatory Flies often mimic wasps. 
 

Hover or Syrphid flies  -  1/4-1/2 ” long and resemble wasps with yellow and black banded 
abdomens, mimic the stinging behavior of wasps and bees but hover unlike wasps which do not, 
they frequent flowers and feed on nectar and pollen as well, so are important pollinators 
 
Robber flies  - large ½-1” long, aggressive predators that catch their prey in flight, prominent 
eyes, long legs and a tapered slender abdomen  
 
Bee flies - bee-like with large, fuzzy bodies and a wingspan that ranges from ¼ - ¾”,  pollen 
feeders and harmless to people, larvae are predators and parasitoids to mostly soil dwelling 
insects 
 
Predatory midges – tiny less than 1/8 “ long mosquito like flies whose even smaller larvae feed on 
mites and aphids 
 
Long legged flies – ¼ - ½ “ long with long legs, metallic green to blue and common in moist areas 
of garden  
 
Dance flies – similar to long legged but with shorter legs and a humped thorax often seen 
dancing in mating swarms 

 
 
Predatory Thrips are mostly plant feeders but only occasionally cause significant damage and also 
prey on other insects, most are 1/16 “ long, dark with white bands or red orange, enlarged forelegs 
for handling prey 
 
 
 
 



Predatory Mites are unsung heroes of the garden pest squad, found in gardens where pesticides are 
not used, 1/50 “ long tiny dots with the naked eye really only appreciated with a hand lens, mostly eat 
plant feeding mites but also consume eggs and thrips, most important group - phytoseids which are 
used in bio-control programs against spider mites in agriculture 
 
 
Ants are scavengers in the garden and play an important role although there are honeydew 
collecting ants that disrupt biological control that are not seen in the NW 
 
Stinging Wasps provide valuable pest control 
 

Paper wasps  - live in the paper nests we see hanging under house eaves, search plants for 
caterpillars and other larvae which are chewed and then fed to their larvae in the nest, they do 
not sting people though there is a non-native European paper wasp recently found to have 
spread to the NW that is aggressive and can be distinguished from the native by its orange 
antennae 
 
Yellow jackets – especially aggressive in late summer and do more harm than good in the 
garden, nest in ground, should be removed  
 
Hunting wasps - ½ - 1 ½ “long, dark, fearsome, paralyze prey and take to nest, do not sting and 
though appear frightening do more good than harm in the garden 

 
Praying Mantis – 1-4 “ long, easily recognizable and will eat any insect, most often seen in mid-
summer to mid-autumn but lay a number of white hard-foam egg cases which over-winter on 
branches and twigs then die in the first frost 
 
Earwigs are also well known, ½ “ in length with sharp scary looking antennae, omnivore and eats 
small insects like aphids and small caterpillars but may also eat petals leaves and some vegies but 
probably does more good than harm 
 
Lacewing adults are delicate, slender bodied ½ - 1 “, appear to fly weakly with lacy veined wings, can 
be either green or brown, but brown are smaller and active at different time than green, little 
alligator look alike larvae provide most of the pest control in the garden 
 
Snakeflies are similar to lacewings but have an extended neck and long head about ¾” long, 
voracious predators 
 
Spiders are also great pest control with over 800 species in Washington and usually 25 in your 
average pesticide free garden 
 
Harvestmen are closely related to spiders known as daddy-long-legs and have very small  ¼ “ body 
with long up to 1 ½ “ long legs, do not have venom, cannot even pierce skin and although omnivores 
and not as voracious pest eaters as spiders play an important role 
 
Centipedes well known ½ - 2  I/2 “ long with 15 pairs of legs, some will bite if handled, predators of 
small insects that live in ground or on soil surface  
 



Parasitoids are natural enemies of pests and kill by laying eggs on host which hatch inside and eat 
pest from inside out 
 

Encyrtid wasps - 1/50-1/16 “ parasitoids approximately 300 species in US 
 
Ichneumonid and braconid wasps – familiar ½ - 1 ½ “ slender, long-legged, abdomen longer than 
head and thorax combined 
 
Tachinid flies – look like large house flies and are most important group, ¼-1/2” dark, robust and 
hairy, eggs are laid on hosts and young larvae bore into or out of caterpillar homes feeding on 
them until they die 

 
 
THE BAD and UGLY 
Most of these do not occur in large numbers and can be tolerated in the garden. When damage is 
noted and insect activity suspected Hortsense is very helpful to identify the culprit.  Many have 
larvae that overwinter in soil and leaf debris and have multiple generations.   
 
Aphid – 1/16”, gray to gray-green, winged or wingless, produce honeydew, suck plant juices of many 
plants 
 
Asparagus beetle –2 species, ¼”, one blue-black with yellow and red markings, the other orange –
red with black spots, distort spears by eating tender heads 
 
Brown Marmorated Stink Bug – exotic from Asia, looks like predatory stink bugs but VERY 
significant pest, voracious and spreading rapidly, take care to identify correctly and inform extension 
 
Cabbage maggot – larva of a gray fly that is 3/16 “ long, makes tunnels and grooves in roots and 
underground stems that affect appearance and may invite rot and ultimately stunt leaves and 
growth 
 
Cabbage worm (imported) – larva of butterfly that has 1-1/2” wingspan, white with black spots on 
wings, larva green with yellow stripes along back and sides, chew irregular holes in cole crop leaves 
and when mature 1” in size and may eat whole heads of broccoli or cauliflower leaving black frass 
(excrement) on leaves 
 
Cabbage Looper – larva of gray brown moth with silvery spot each forewing along margins, larvae 1-
1/2” long, green with pale or dark strips along back and sides, motion measured or loopy, chew 
margins of leaves 
 
Carrot rust fly - adult fly ¼ “ shiny, dark green body with yellow legs, eggs are laid around crown of 
plant and when hatch maggots burrow into roots causing fruit to be damaged and leaves to yellow 
and become stunted and die, larva are ½” and yellow tan 
 
Cutworm and armyworm – larvae of nocturnal moths, dull, medium size and hairless gray to tan, 
feed at night at base of plant and hide in soil after damage done 
 
Earwig – also predatory but eat soft vegetables like corn 



Flea beetle – small, brown, metallic black beetle that jumps like a flea when disturbed, feed on many 
plants making small round holes, larvae feed on underground portions of plants 
 
Leafminer – ¼ “ gray fly with black hairs cause mine tunnels on leaves which enlarge to pale blotches 
and distort leaves 
 
Onion maggot – larvae of slender gray fly ¼” in length that lays eggs at base of host plant, larvae are 
dirty white, 1/3” long and burrow into bulb causing damage then rot and finally plants yellow and die 
 
Slug – no need to describe, but feed at night and are more active in cool, moist weather 
 
Spider mite – tiny 8 legged yellow-green-red, feed on leaves causing yellow stippling and speckling 
usually also see webbing, worse in hot dry weather (Note: there are many more predatory mites 
than plant eating mites 
 
Squash bug – dark brown but may have gray or light brown markings, ¾” long, nymphs green-gray 
both feed on leaves causing yellow specks which turn brown, also inject toxin which causes vine to 
wither and die 
 
Thrip – tiny 1/20 “ or less elongated yellow-dark, feed on flower buds and cause blossom to remain 
closed or drop 
 
Western spotted cucumber beetle – ¼” black body with yellow wings that are spotted black, adults 
feed on leaves and larvae feed on roots 
 
White fly – tiny 1/10” or less white moth-like, feed on undersides of leaves sucking juices which 
causes leaves to wilt and then turn yellow or brown and die 
 
Wireworm – larvae of click beetles which are hard shelled, tapered gray brown to black and when 
turned on back flip over with a loud click sound, larvae are yellow to brown ¼-3/4” and have 6 legs, 
burrow into root crops and destroy 
 
 
Adapted from WSU Extension booklet EM067E which has great photos of beneficials and WSU 
Hortsense which has photos of “bad and ugly insects”  in vegetable section  
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