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Dahlias are stunningly beautiful and great cut flowers for farm 

markets and commercial sales. They are perceived by many causal 

growers to be relatively easy plants to grow. They produce clusters of 

luscious blooms from early summer through late fall. What is not to 

love about dahlias as cut flower? 

 

 When you first start growing them on a commercial scale you can be 

easily  lured into a feelings of “this is easy”  in the first year or two. 

When the insects and disease find the dahlia plants your life will 

change and not necessarily for the better. Discovering dahlia insect 

pests on your prized plants is a frustrating, disheartening experience 

and a wake-up call to some of the problems with dahlias.  I don’t want 

to “rain” on anyone’s parade but if you get into dahlias be equipment to 

deal with some of the problems that can crop up that can reduce your 

profit margin.  

 

 

We will leave the powdery mildews and root rots for a pathologist to 

write about and concentrate on what entomologist are good at – telling 

you about bugs and mites. The major insect that has to be dealt with 
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when growing dahlias is thrips.  There are several species of thrips 

that feed on dahlias including several in the Frankliniella genus such as  

western flower thrips ( F. occidentalis)  and flower thrips (F. tritici) . 

All of them have a single mandible they use to slash the plant tissue, 

wounding the plant cells then suck up the plant juices that exude from 

the wound. This causes a stippling effect on the dahlia foliage and on 

the flower petals.  

 

Thrips are slender creatures with tube –like body shapes.  Females 

insert eggs into foliage or flower buds. The hatching nymphs will go 

through two nymphal stages before becoming a reproducing adult.  

Adult thrips  have  fringed wings and are fairly good fliers.  Although 

thrips rarely kill dahlias, they can affect the appearance by causing 

stippled leaves, damage flowers, result in leaf drop and stunted growth. 

 

 

Brain Kunkel of Delaware State University and I evaluated several low 

risk materials for of control of thrips in greenhouses in 2016. The 

charts show which of the low risk materials work the best.  These 

newer materials are very effective and safe for the user and have low 

impact on beneficial organisms. The drawback is they are expensive 

compared to older classes of chemistry.  

 

If you are willing to try  biological control we have options for you to 

use. We have a native predator called Orius insidiosus, commonly called 

minute pirate bug. The minute pirate bug is found throughout the US 

and in parts of Canada. It build up in population on it’s own late in the 

season. You want to build a population up in June and July when thrips 

become active. To do this you can purchase minute pirate bugs from a 

biological supply supplier.  

 The female lays her eggs inside plant tissues, where they hatch into 

nymphs. Growth time from egg to mature adult takes at least 20 days. 



It is possible for several generations to occur during a single growing 

season.  

The female minute pirate bug likes to lay eggs in plants with lots of 

pollen so it’s young can feed on the pollen before searching for prey. 

We have use “purple flash” ornamental peppers in greenhouse as banker 

plants on which minute pirate bugs are released and build up on the 

baker plant. They fan out from these plants and feed on thrips and 

other bugs in your flower plots.  

 

 

The heat wave for the last 2 months has hit locations across the 

United States with worldwide temperature being 1.5 degrees warmer 

than normal in 2016.  In Maryland we had a record number of days (53) 

with temperatures above 90 F in the last 60 days. This is perfect 

conditions for mites to flourish.  

 Spider mites are about the size of a tiny speck of sand, tiny spider 

mites are difficult to see with the naked eye. You can locate the pests 

with a 10 X magnifying glass. Spider mites are often more apparent 

during dry, hot weather.  

 

 

 

Mites tend to build up on 

the undersides of foliage, 

making contact with 

miticides a real challenge. 

You will need a really good 

spray with a fine mist 

sprays to reach the mites 

on the lower leaf surfaces.  

The low risk material to 

use for effective mite control is 0.5% horticultural oil but making 

contact with the mites is critical for this to work. If you catch mites 



just as population is starting to build then using miticide growth 

regulators are very safe and effective ways of dealing with mites. 

Hexygon and TeraSan are two mite growth regulators. They do not 

work on adult mites but when applied to protonymphs and deutonymphs 

(young mites) it 

prevents them from 

shedding their skin and 

going to the next life 

stage and they die.  

 

Potato leafhopper, 

Empoasca fabae ,  is 

another pest that is of 

concern on dahlias. The 

potato leafhopper is a 

migratory pest that overwinters in the south 

in the golf coast area. In the spring it 

migrates north, traveling on the trade winds. 

It drops out on preferred plant material such 

as large plantings of dahlias.  

The adult potato leafhopper is winged, pale 

green, wedge-shaped insect about 1/8-inch long. The pale green to 

yellow nymphs, are wingless, smaller than the adults, and very quick. 

Consequently they can remain unnoticed until the plants show 

"hopperburn". Both stages feed on the undersides of leaves. They run 

when disturbed. 

Hopperburn, the yellow, wedge-shaped area at the tips of dahlia leaves, 

is the plant's distinctive response to leafhopper feeding. This damage 

is due to a toxic effect of the insect's saliva. Heavily infested dahlias 

look like they were hit with a herbicide. Potato leafhopper develops 3 

to 4 generations during its residence in its summer range. 



 

 

 

New Chemicals to control pests in cut flowers 

Two new products from Sygenta, Acelepyrn and Mainspring will be on 

the market in 2016 with expanded labels for insect pests.  

 Acelepryn is a Chlorantraniliprole in the form of a suspension 

concentrate. Mainspring is slightly different from Acelepyrn in that it 

is  a Cyantraniliprole.  

Both of these products are true systemic and can be applied as foliar 

sprays or as a soil drench. Soil drenches take longer for the uptake but 

last longer in the plant.  These materials are very \effective on certain 

insects and extremely safe around pollinators and beneficial organisms.  

We have been working with Brian Kunkel of the University of Delaware 

evaluating these material again pests such as aphids, thrips and 

Japanese beetles. They have both proved to be very effective for 

controlling these pests.  One thing to keep in mind these newer 

chemistry are extremely safe for the applicators and for non-target 

beneficials but this come at a cost. A very large cost – a financial cost. 

Get used to this because as we move to safer pesticides - the prices is 

going up.  

Another pesticide  that is expanding it’s label is Met-52, which is a 

entomopathogenic fungus called Metarhizum aniospliae. The product 

from Novozymes Company (Now distributed by Syngenta Company)  , 

Met52 EC,  contains Metarhizium anisopliae Strain F52 which is a 

naturally occurring fungus, not genetically modified. Spores germinate 

on the insect surface and the hyphae then invade and kill susceptible 

insects. Met 52 EC spores are suspended in an emulsifiable oil as a 

formulation suitable for spraying or drenching into soil like a chemical 

insecticide Met52 EC is an effective contact bio-insecticide for use in 

an integrated pest Management program. This material works well in 

controlling thrips and spider mites.  You do need to apply this with a 

sprayer that puts out a fine mist spray to make contact with the 



insects or mites. We have conducted several trials with Met-52 and it 

is very effective, safe pesticide to use in horticultural production 

systems. 

 

 


