Oleander caterpillars provide lessons in landscaping

Oleander caterpillars, which are active on some oleanders during summer, can provide
a number of gardening lessons.

The adult moth is striking in appearance. The bluish to purplish moth has white dots on
its black wings. The moths resemble wasps as they actively fly in and around oleander
shrubs.

It's the orange caterpillars with black spots and black hairs that cause problems for
some gardeners.

Caterpillars are the larval stage of butterflies and moths. In order to enjoy watching
butterflies and moths feeding on the nectar of flowers, some of the caterpillars must
survive to become the adult butterflies and moths. This is lesson number one.

Oleander caterpillars only feed on oleander plants. Oleanders are native to areas of
Europe and Asia. This is lesson number two. Oleander caterpillars benefit by us
planting their food source in Florida.

This relationship between pest and plant is referred to as the key plant, key pest
concept. It's very common. Other examples include St. Augustinegrass and chinch
bugs, gardenias and whiteflies, crape myrtles and crape myrtle aphids, azaleas and
azalea caterpillars, camellias and tea scale, roses and black spot, pecans and pecan
scab, squash and squash vine borers.

Understanding this concept can be very helpful in designing a "low maintenance”
landscape.

When you plant roses, you plant everything that goes with roses, including the time and
money required to maintain them. This applies to St. Augustinegrass, pecan trees,
squash, oleanders, etc. This is lesson number three.

Oleander caterpillars can temporarily damage the appearance of oleanders. But they
cause no long-term damage for the plant. This is lesson number four. The damage is
aesthetic. Oleander caterpillars can consume great numbers of leaves. However, if the
plant is otherwise healthy, new leaves will be produced and the plant will continue to
grow. Long term, there will be no evidence the plant ever had a problem.

To spray or not to spray for oleander caterpillars has to do with a person's tolerance
level.

If you can't tolerate the temporary aesthetic damage caused by oleander caterpillars,
you can spray with acephate (Orthene), carbaryl (Sevin) or Bacillus thuringiensis
(Dipel). When using any pesticide, always follow the label directions and precautions.



Plant Clinic
A Plant Clinic to diagnose lawn, landscape and garden problems will be held July 23

from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. in Fort Walton Beach at the Okaloosa County Extension building,
127 W. Hollywood Blvd.

To participate, bring a fresh sample of the weed, plant, insect, etc., that you'd like
diagnosed. This may include a plant stem with several leaves, a 4-inch square of grass

with roots attached, etc.
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