
T
he idea of putting bugs in a garden may 

seem strange, but this method is gaining 

popularity and has proven to have fruit-

ful results. “Benefi cials” are insects that 

prey on those insects harmful to gardens. Cornell 

University’s Department of Horticulture describes 

the use of benefi cials as a “safe, environmentally 

friendly means of suppressing pests.”

There are two types of benefi cial insects: 

predators and parasitoids. Predators, such 

as ladybugs and lacewings, consume other 

insects and live as full-grown insects in the 

garden. Spiders also fi t into this category. 

Parasitoids include many species of wasps 

and fl ies and generally are more special-

ized toward their target insects. This group 

develops in the body of a single, harmful 

insect as a larvae and ultimately kills the 

host insect. The adult parasitoid can then 

remain in the garden and will not harm 

plants.

Gardening With Insects
There are additional benefi ts to using 

these helpful insects. Not only are they a 

low-effort tool for the gardener, they also 

help prevent pesticide resistance from de-

veloping in the targeted insects. Pesticide 

resistance is a valid problem as it can be 

very detrimental when attempting to con-

trol harmful insects.

Resistance develops when a small pro-

portion of the pest population survives exposure 

to a pesticide. Then, when this group reproduces, 

the resistant genes are passed along. As the pro-

cess continues, the ratio of less-susceptible insects 

grows until gradually the majority of the popula-

tion is resistant, making the pesticide less potent, 

according to Fruit Crop Ecology and Manage-

ment, MSU Extension.

Another positive aspect of using benefi cials that 

the Texas Master Gardeners points out on their 

Web site is benefi cials do not create environmental 

pollution, and they can help protect a natural bal-

ance in the ecosystem. Benefi cials can be drawn to 

the garden by cultivating plants that attract them 

naturally. Cornell University offered the parsley 

family and the sunfl ower or daisy family as com-

mon plant groups that attract benefi cials. 

Benefi cials are in high demand, according to 

Scott Endres of Tangletown Gardens, Minneapo-

lis, Minn. Tangletown offers praying mantis and 

ladybugs, both native species of benefi cials in 

their area.

Getting The Consumer Involved
There are many benefi ts for a garden center 

that carries benefi cials. A major one Endres men-
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While the idea is a bit counter-intuitive, benefi cial insects present a 
great pesticide-free way to protect gardens from insect pests. 
Additionally, carrying benefi cials in your garden center can be a 
profi table way to encourage environmental awareness in customers.

THE MANY B

    ENEFITS OF

       ENEFICIALSB
tions is the positive image the products refl ect on 

the garden center. Customers appreciate having 

a pest-control option beside pesticides, and they 

also view the retailer in a positive light for its envi-

ronmental concern. This also presents a good op-

portunity for the retailer to educate consumers. 

If a customer is unaware of benefi cials’ value, 

seeing them in the store may pique his or her in-

terest and the retailer can then explain 

the use of benefi cials. Endres points out 

that many customers are initially unaware 

of the difference between native, help-

ful ladybugs and the invasive Asian lady-

beetles. Understanding the difference 

between these two species is a great fi rst 

step in working with benefi cials and rec-

ognizing the differences between differ-

ent kinds of insects. Asian ladybeetles are 

more orange, and generally emit an un-

pleasant smell and bite as opposed to the 

bright-red color of a ladybug.

To educate customers, Tangletown 

Gardens provides information sheets that 

are distributed with the benefi cials. This 

provides an easy, user-friendly explana-

tion customers can take home with them. 

Endres also prefers to speak one-to-one 

with customers to explain the process of 

working with benefi cials and answer any 

questions. Usually, there is a very posi-

tive response and most customers enjoy

learning about the topic.

Benefi cials are especially popular with children, 

and Tangletown Gardens makes its display of the 

insects accessible for younger shoppers. This helps 

get kids involved in the garden at a young age and 

can cultivate an environmental awareness, stated 

Endres. Endres said many of his customers visit 

Tangletown Gardens explicitly in search of benefi -

cials. There are not many garden centers in Min-

neapolis that carry these products and customers ➧ 

At Tangletown Gardens, ladybugs are presented in an attractive manner on the counter to 
catch customers’ attention.
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who know about benefi cials will seek them out. He said the stock of benefi -

cials sells out quickly and that “they’re out as fast as they come in.”

Maintaining A Benefi cials Department
Benefi cials should be set out in mid to late May, but if a customer re-

quests them before these dates, Tangletown Gardens will take down their 

contact information so as soon as the product is in, the customer can pick 

up the benefi cials. 

Tangletown Gardens stores its stock of ladybugs and praying mantis in a 

large refrigerator to keep the insects dormant. Each day, a few bags of insects 

are placed on the counter, and as they sell out, more are removed from the 

refrigerator. Any unsold insects at the end of the day are misted and re-

turned to the refrigerator. This ensures the insects are fresh and healthy and 

reduces waste. Occasionally, praying mantis larvae do hatch before they are 

sold. In these cases, the insects are released into the show gardens to protect 

the gardens from harmful insects. Seeing a living praying mantis in the gar-

den also attracts customers, allowing the insect to act as a “silent salesman.” 

It’s perfectly natural advertising!

Endres enjoys carrying benefi cials in his garden center because “the 

product presents a way for customers to do right by the environment.” When 

asked about the cons of carrying benefi cials, Endres paused. It seems there 

are so many benefi ts to the product he needed a moment to try to think of a 

negative aspect. He explained that “sometimes a customer will come in with 

an insect phobia and be worried by the sight of insects on the counter or in 

the refrigerator.” However, if they question the staff, these customers usually 

understand the place of the insects after the idea is explained.

This product is both great for the environment and healthy for the garden. 

The only party that loses is the harmful insects preying on your plants!

Christa Reynolds is editorial assistant for Lawn & Garden Retailer. She can be 
reached at creynolds@sgcmail.com or (847) 391-7957.
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Potting soil 
and conditioner
Happy Frog soil conditioner and potting 
soil contain mycorrhizae, soil microbes, 
fi nely screened, pH-balanced forest
humus, earthworm castings and bat guano. 
FoxFarm Soil & Fertilizer Company. (800) 
4FOXFARM. Write in 1491

Tomato fertilizer
This tomato formula is designed with a higher percentage of
potassium intended to promote the production of larger fruit. It 
also can be used for growing melons, cucumbers and peppers. 
One capful should make 1 gal.; 1 liter makes approximately 118 
gals. AlgoFlash. (800) 714-4384. Write in 1489

Fungicide
GreenCure fungicide helps control pow-

dery mildew, black spot, rust, 
blights and other plant dis-
eases. The active ingredient 
is potassium bicarbonate. 
GreenCure is an EPA-regis-

tered fungicide designated for 
organic gardening. It can be 
used on more than 150 differ-
ent fl owers, trees, houseplants, 
fruits, vegetables and turf. 
GreenCure Solutions. (607) 
797-0668. Write in 1492




