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Thrips

Every spring, thrips colonize a broad range of garden and landscape plants. Most damage occurs
on deciduous fruit trees, where pears, plums and apricots seem most affected along with tender
vegetable transplants. Thrips are very small insects and identification often requires a magnifying
glass to see. Their damage often appears as scarred or distorted leaves, flowers, and fruit. The
damage varies widely depending on the host plant and its stage of development.

A single insect is called a “thrips” and multiple insects would be called some “thrips”. There is no
such thing as a “thrip”. Thrips are in the order Thysanoptera which means “fringed wing”. Adult
thrips are slender, less than 1/20 inch long, have long fringes on the margins of both sets of their
long, narrow wings, and are often yellowish or blackish and shiny. Immature thrips (nymphs) are
similarly shaped with a long abdomen but lack fully developed wings and most species are translu-
cent white to yellowish. When disturbed, many species of thrips will curve the tip of their abdomen
upwards.

Common pest thrips include the western flower thrips which feeds on vegetables, grapes, decidu-
ous fruit trees, strawberries, raspberries and herbaceous plants; the onion thrips and the bean
thrips feed on vegetables; the citrus thrips feeds on citrus and pomegranate. All of these thrips look
similar to the untrained eye and require close inspection (usually by an entomologist) to positively
determine species.

The best way to check for their presence is to hold a flower, stem, or branch tip and tap it sharply
against a clean, white sheet of paper. You don’t need to cut the branch off the plant. Look closely
at the paper. If thrips are present, you will see tiny linear bodies that are moving around. Using
magnification, you may see mostly wingless nymphs and possibly a few winged adults crawling
around on the paper.

Many species of thrips feed within buds and furled leaves or in other enclosed parts of the plant.
This causes distorted leaves that may have blackend edges where the tissue has died, or on roses,
buds with brown edges on the unopened petals. You may also notice stippled leaf surfaces. The
stippled appearance looks similar to spider mite, plant bug or stink bug damage. Black specks
(fecal materials) may also be visible. Look carefully for the insects themselves to be certain that
thrips are present and the cause of damage before taking control action.

By the time thrips damage is noticeable, natural enemies have probably already started controlling
their populations. For this reason, pesticides should be applied only when serious damage is occur-
ring. Heavy thrips infestations can harm fruit tree blossoms and potentially reduce the fruit crop.
Most ornamental plants can tolerate thrips damage caused in spring and will develop normal
leaves once temperatures rise into the 90’s in June.
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No pesticide provides complete control of thrips. They are difficult to manage because of their tiny
size, great mobility, hidden feeding behavior, and protected egg and pupal stages. Supreme oll
sprays and insecticidal soaps will help manage thrips in fall, winter, and early spring and are the
least toxic to non-target species and the environment. However, these products can harm plant tis-
sue when temperatures are above 90 to 95 degrees F. Neem insecticides are minimally effective in
controlling thrips during the spring. Spraying plants off with water to dislodge them is somewhat ef-
fective. Reflective mulches have also shown some promise - they confuse/disorient the insect. Two
biological controls appear to show some promise for thrips management. They are Beauvaria bassi-
ana (Naturalis O, Botanigard) and Spinosad (a bacterial derivative).

Naming of companies or products is neither meant to imply endorsement by the author nor criticism
of similar companies or products not mentioned.
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