
   ENY2129 
https://doi.org/10.32473/EDIS-IN1458-2025 

Common Insect Pests of Lettuce in Florida 1 

Common Insect Pests of Lettuce in Florida1 
Tennyson B. Nkhoma and De-Fen Mou2 

Introduction 
Lettuce is one of the most important horticultural 
commodities in Florida state agriculture, with production 
concentrated in the Everglades agriculture area (EAA) in 
Palm Beach County (Sandoya and Lu 2024). At the national 
level, Florida ranks third in lettuce production after 
California and Arizona. Like many other crops, lettuce 
production is affected by several insect pests that affect 
both quality and quantity. This publication introduces 
some of the common insect pests of lettuce and describes 
the damage they do to lettuce and lettuce production. Pests 
described include serpentine leafminers, banded cucumber 
beetles, aphids, thrips, and caterpillars. This publication is 
intended for stakeholders in Florida lettuce production, 
including current and potential lettuce growers, crop 
consultants, home gardeners, and Extension agents. 

Serpentine Leafminer 
Serpentine leafminers are small insects belonging to the 
insect order Diptera, family Agromyzidae, and genus 
Liriomyza. Insects from this family are known for feeding 
on a variety of crops in the Solanaceae, Fabaceae, 
Cucurbitaceae, and Asteraceae families, including lettuce. 
Liriomyza consists of over 400 species, of which 24 are 
known to cause notable economic damage to crops 
(Weintraub et al. 2017). Among them, Liriomyza trifolii 
(Burgess) is an economically important pest species of 
lettuce that has been reported to cause significant damage 
and that occurs in high abundance on lettuce farms 
(Palumbo et al. 1994). Damage caused by leafminers is 
very distinctive (Figure 1A). Adult females pierce the 
leaves to lay eggs (Figure 1C) and feed on plant sap from 
the leaf wounds. The larvae dig tunnels through the leaf 
tissue, forming a winding trail as they consume the 
internal parts of the leaf (Figure 1A). While the damage is 
mainly cosmetic, it can also reduce the plant’s ability to 
conduct photosynthesis, the process by which plants use 
energy from the sun to convert carbon dioxide and water 
into the glucose that allows them to grow. Some leafminer 
species, such as Liriomyza huibodobrensis (Blanchard) and 
Liriomyza langei Frick, have been reported to transmit 
plant viruses such as Tobacco mosaic virus and Sowbane 
mosaic virus (Costa et al. 1958). Additionally, leafminers 
can be associated with the transmission of fungal 
pathogens, such as Alternaria solani (Ellis and Martin) 

Sorauer, the primary causal agent of early blight in 
potatoes and tomatoes (Deadman et al. 2002). 

 
Figure 1. Damage caused by leafminers. (A) Serpentine leaf 
mines on a lettuce leaf caused by larvae. (B) Liriomyza trifolii 
larva. (C) Adult L. trifoli.  
Credit: (A) De-Fen Mou, UF/IFAS. (B and C) Lyle J. Buss, 
UF/IFAS. 

Banded Cucumber Beetle 
The banded cucumber beetle, Diabrotica balteata LeConte, 
belongs to the insect order Coleoptera and the family 
Chrysomelidae. A distinctive characteristic of the banded 
cucumber beetle is the green and yellow stripes on its 
elytra (Figure 2), which are the hardened forewings 
commonly found on beetles. This insect is considered a 
significant pest of more than 50 plant species (Huang et al. 
2002). It causes direct damage to plants through feeding, 
as well as indirect damage through the transmission of 
plant pathogens, such as the Muskmelon necrotic spot virus, 
to cucurbits (Coudriet et al. 1979). In lettuce, adults feed 
on the leaves, creating irregular holes, while the larvae 
feed on the roots, creating entry points for soil-borne 
pathogens (Huang et al. 2002; Lu et al. 2011; Capinera 
2002). The damage caused by the beetle can lead to 
stunted growth and reduced crop yields. 
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Figure 2. An adult banded cucumber beetle, Diabrotica 
balteata, on a lettuce leaf.  
Credit: Tennyson Bilinkhinyu Nkhoma, UF/IFAS 

Aphids 
Aphids belong to the insect order Hemiptera and the 
family Aphididae. They are small, soft-bodied insects that 
are typically distinguished by a pair of tubular extensions 
called cornicles (Figure 3). Using their mouthparts, they 
pierce plant tissue and suck up sap from plants. After they 
suck up and digest plant sap, aphids secrete a sugary 
substance known as “honeydew.” This honeydew can 
foster sooty mold growth, which can cover a plant’s leaves 
and inhibit the plants’ ability to conduct photosynthesis. In 
addition to inflicting physical damage through feeding, 
aphids indirectly damage plants by transmitting more than 
275 different plant viruses, more than any other insect 
group (Hogenhout et al. 2008; Kazak et al. 2015; Nault 
1997). 

 
Figure 3. Brown lettuce aphids, Uroleucon pseudambrosiae, on 
lettuce. The two arrows point to cornicles.  
Credit: Tennyson Bilinkhinyu Nkhoma, UF/IFAS 

In southern Florida lettuce, the brown lettuce aphid, 
Uroleucon pseudambrosiae (Olive) (Figure 3), is a common 
pest. Other aphid species, including the current lettuce 
aphid Nasonovia ribisnigri (Mosley) and the green peach 
aphid Myzus persicae (Sulzer), also infest lettuce from 
seedling to maturity (Liu 2004; McCreight 2008). Notably, 
M. persicae and N. ribisnigri can transmit lettuce viruses, 
including Lettuce mosaic virus (Nebreda et al. 2004) and 

Lettuce necrotic leaf curl virus (Verbeek et al. 2017), 
respectively. 

Thrips 
Thrips belong to the order Thysanoptera. Within this 
order, species in the family Thripidae are known to cause 
significant damage to agricultural crops. Thrips are tiny, 
slender insects that are characterized by fringed wings at 
the adult stage. They are highly adaptable and can feed on 
a variety of plants, including both crop and non-crop plants 
(Mound 2005). Thrips have asymmetrical piercing-sucking 
mouthparts with the left part of the mandible forming a 
narrow stylet while the right is short or absent (Hunter 
and Ullman 1992). These mouthparts permit a unique 
feeding strategy of punching plant tissues and sucking the 
sap (Nault 1997). Thrips feeding causes physical damage 
that leads to symptoms such as stippling and leaf silvering, 
and deposition of fecal materials can cause black spots that 
can damage leaves (Steenbergen et al. 2020). 

Additionally, some thrips species can transmit viruses. 
Orthotospoviruses are the major virus group transmitted 
by thrips that can cause significant yield loss in many crops 
(Rotenberg et al. 2015). For example, Impatiens necrotic 
spot virus (INSV), a thrips-transmitted orthotospovirus, has 
caused up to 100% yield losses in California lettuce farms 
(Hasegawa and Del Pozo-Valdivia 2023). As of May 2025, 
INSV has not been reported in Florida lettuce. However, its 
main vector, Frankliniella occidentalis (Pergande) 
(Western flower thrips, Figure 4), is prevalent in the 
Florida agricultural landscape, including on lettuce farms 
(Cluever et al. 2018; Riley et al. 2011; Zhao and Rosa 
2020). Frankliniella bispinosa Morgan (Florida flower 
thrips, Figure 5) and Frankliniella schultzei Trybom 
(common blossom thrips) are two species abundant in 
lettuce. Other thrips species, including Caliothrips phaseoli 
(Hood), Thrips palmi Karny (melon thrips), Scirtothrips 
dorsalis Hood (chilli thrips), and Thrips parvispinus (Karny) 
(short-spined thrips) were also seen in lettuce fields.  
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Figure 4. Frankliniella occidentalis (Western flower thrips), a 
common pest and known vector of orthotospoviruses in 
lettuce. Photo taken under microscope at X60 magnification.  
Credit: Tennyson Bilinkhinyu Nkhoma, UF/IFAS 

  

 
Figure 5 . Frankliniella bispinosa (Florida flower thrips), a 
common pest in lettuce. Photo taken under microscope at 
X100 magnification.  
Credit: Yavonne Williams, UF/IFAS 

Caterpillars 
Caterpillars are the larval stage of insects in the order 
Lepidoptera, which includes moths and butterflies. 
Caterpillars inflict damage to plants by feeding on various 
plant parts (Capinera 2008). In lettuce, these larvae chew 
large holes in leaves, which reduces photosynthetic 
capacity, plant growth, and marketability. Common 
caterpillar species affecting lettuce in Florida include 
Agrotis ipsilon (Hufnagel) (thread caterpillar, Figure 7); 
Trichoplusia ni (Hübner) (cabbage looper, Figure 6); 
Helicoverpa armigera (Hübner) (cotton bollworm); 
Spodoptera exigua (Hübner) (beet armyworm); and other 
unidentified species in the Spodoptera genus (Figure 8) 
(Nuessly and Webb 2003). Additionally, many of these 
caterpillars are polyphagous and cause significant damage 
to other vegetable crops such as cabbage and tomatoes, as 
well as ornamental plants (Akhtar et al. 2012; Jiang et al. 
2012). 

 
Figure 6 . Larval stage of cabbage looper, Trichoplusia ni. 
Credit: J. L. Capinera, UF/IFAS 

  

 
Figure 7 . The thread caterpillar, Agrotis ipsilon.  
Credit: John L. Capinera, UF/IFAS 

  

 
Figure 8 . A larva of Spodoptera sp. found on lettuce leaf.  
Credit: Tennyson Bilinkhinyu Nkhoma, UF/IFAS 

Generalist Beneficial Insects in 
Lettuce 
Not all insects found on crops are pests. Some insects feed 
on other insects, thereby reducing pest populations. The 
following are some of the beneficial insects observed in 
lettuce fields in southern Florida. 
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Long-Legged Flies 
Long-legged flies belong to the insect order of Diptera and 
the family Dolichopodidae, and there are more than 8,000 
species described (Dawah et al. 2020). These insects are 
small with slender legs, and typically metallic blue, green, 
or copper (Figure 9). Adult long-legged flies are predacious 
and prey on soft-bodied arthropods such as thrips, aphids, 
and mites (Ulrich 2004). Therefore, they are considered 
beneficial insects in agricultural environments for small 
insect pest control (Cicero et al. 2017). One of the most 
common long-legged flies in the EAA is Condylostylus 
caudatus (Wiedemann) (Figure 9). 

 
Figure 9. The long-legged fly, Condylostylus caudatus, on 
lettuce.  
Credit: Tennyson Bilinkhinyu Nkhoma, UF/IFAS 

Lady Beetles 
Lady beetles, also known as ladybugs, ladybirds, and 
ladybird beetles, belong to the insect order Coleoptera and 
the family Coccinellidae. They are known for their 
predatory role in both adult and larval stages (Triplehorn 
and Johnson 2005), making them beneficial insects in 
agricultural environments (Figure 10). Most lady beetles 
are generalist predators, meaning that they can prey on a 
diverse group of insects, including pests of agricultural 
crops. They are often used as biological control agents for 
small insects such as aphids. Lady beetles have a higher 
predation rate during their larval stage. They can consume 
larvae of Lepidoptera, Coleoptera, and Hemiptera 
(Triplehorn and Johnson 2005). Although they are mostly 
known to feed on foliar arthropods, some studies have 
found that lady beetles can feed on both foliar and soil-
dwelling arthropods, including collembola (Arthropoda: 
Hexapoda: Collembola) and millipedes (Arthropoda: 
Myriapoda: Diplopoda) (Kim et al. 2022). 

 
Figure 10. A lady beetle, Coccinella septempunctata L., on a 
lettuce leaf. C. septempunctata L. is a common generalist 
predator, and, like many lady beetles, is considered a 
beneficial insect.  
Credit: Tennyson Bilinkhinyu Nkhoma, UF/IFAS 

Earwigs 
Earwigs belong to the insect order Dermaptera and the 
family Forficulidae. They are characterized by the forceps-
like pincers at the end of their abdomens (Figure 11). 
Earwigs are generalist predators. They have been reported 
to prey on a variety of insects, most of which are 
economically important pests in lettuce production, 
including Spodoptera spp. (Sueldo et al. 2010) and aphids 
(Orpet et al. 2019; Bischoff et al. 2024). Most predatory 
species of earwigs are aggressive hunters; they are often 
seen jumping in the fields in search of their prey. However, 
one earwig species, Forficula auricularia L., has been 
reported to be a pest of citrus crops (Kahl et al. 2022). It is 
therefore essential to confirm the species of earwigs found 
in the field to best inform decisions on management or 
conservation. 

 
Figure 11. Earwig, Doru sp., a beneficial insect observed on 
lettuce.  
Credit: De-Fen Mou, UF/IFAS 
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Management 
Integrated pest management (IPM) is the most effective 
and sustainable approach for managing lettuce pests. 
Integrated pest management combines several strategies, 
including cultural, mechanical, biological, and chemical 
controls. Cultural methods include crop rotation, weed 
control, using lettuce cultivars resistant to insect pests, and 
maintaining field sanitation protocols, all of which aim at 
reducing the likelihood of pest outbreaks. Mechanical 
control includes the use of floating row covers or reflective 
mulches in sandy soil, as well as sticky traps. Biological 
control involves the conservation of beneficial insects that 
occur naturally or the introduction of beneficial insects 
such as lady beetles, parasitoid wasps, and 
entomopathogenic fungi to the environment. Chemical 
control methods for lettuce pests are well outlined in the 
Florida Vegetable Handbook 2025 Chapter 9, Leafy 
Vegetable Production, published at edis.ifas.ufl.edu and 
showing labelled pesticides that can be used to control 
arthropod pests in lettuce (Sandoya-Miranda et al. 2025). 

For sustainable lettuce production, IPM strategies are 
highly recommended for growers. These strategies 
combine cultural, mechanical, biological, and chemical 
methods to sustainably control pest populations. If you are 
not sure what pest problem you have and how to manage 
the problem, please contact your local UF/IFAS Extension 
Office. A list is available at sfyl.ifas.ufl.edu. 
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