Squash the Squash Bugs
We know what they look like and the havoc they wreak. Those ¾ inch brownish-gray pests can destroy a prized squash, pumpkin, and melon vine in under a week’s time. So how do we identify the culprits and work quickly to salvage our produce before they can sink their mouths into it? First, understand their life cycle. The bugs have a head start since they overwinter in plant debris and then move into your garden to mate, and this year’s mild Virginia winter helped more of these pests survive. Look under the leaves for a diamond or V-shaped pattern of egg masses numbering 7-21, which will hatch in 1-2 weeks after deposit. Four weeks later in the South, the adults and nymphs will start feeding on the plants, sucking sap out and injecting a toxin in, thus causing yellowing, stippled leaves and then vine wilt and death. 
With this pest, vigilant monitoring is important to detect the egg masses and destroy them because once the vine decline occurs, there is nothing that will stop vine death. Several remedies are available to home gardeners to control squash bugs. First, after seeding, try using floating row covers, easily anchored with bricks or rocks, until the plants begin flowering. Planning ahead by planting resistant varieties, keeping weeds down, and destroying debris after harvest will shrink overwintering sites. Manual control, once pests are discovered, can be effective by tearing off and destroying the leaf section that holds the eggs and by placing boards or shingles around the plants to draw adults and nymphs together in one place (they are social). When they congregate at night, it’s easier to collect and destroy them in the morning.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Still another remedy, spraying with soapy water, Neem and horticultural oil, as well as insecticidal soap directly on the bugs, will kill the nymphs, who are readily recognizable by their pale green color and black legs; this method works effectively only on nymphs and only during the initial stages of a pest outbreak.  A word of advice: Avoid pyrethroid and neonicinoid sprays, both of which are toxic to bees and can create buildup in the soil. Bees and other pollinators play such an important role in both commercial farming and home gardening that choosing cultural, manual, and biological controls over chemical applications is paramount to both environmental and food safety now and in the future.
Squash bugs will most likely never be eradicated, but home gardeners can use a variety of control methods to prevent crop devastation, starting with removal of leaf and field litter, vigilant observation early in the season, and knowledge of insect life cycle. Unfortunately for us in the South, this pest can produce two to three generations per year.
As Hanover Master Gardeners, we’ll continue to offer science-based gardening information from our Land-Grant Universities (Virginia Tech and Virginia State) when you need it. We can be reached at
www.hanover.master.gardener@gmail.com or by phone at (804)-752-4310.
--Julie Givler, Hanover County Master Gardener Volunteer

Sources:
Kuhar, Thomas, PhD. May 2020. Virginia Tech, https://bit.ly.vceagtoday. “Hot Topics in Commercial Vegetables.” 
Raupp, M., PhD. Extension umd.edu. “Squash bug—Vegetables.”
University of Maryland Cooperative Extension. February 2020. Publication FS-1095. “Pollinator Friendly Plant Production 2: Controlling Insect Pests.” February 2020.
Virginia Cooperative Extension. 2005. Publication 444-031.


 




