8 Pesticide Myths Every Gardener Should Know

By Emily May on 23 August 2023

Have you ever turned to advice from online gardening forums about damage on your garden
plants? Chances are, you've encountered one of these eight common myths about pesticides in
the garden. In this blog, we separate pesticide fact from fiction to help you take a pollinator-first
approach to garden management.

1. “PESTICIDES ONLY KILL PESTS; THEY DONT HARM
BENEFICIAL INSECTS.”

Reality: Most backyard pesticide treatments do not differentiate between harm to specific pests
and harm to beneficial insects like ladybugs, bees, or other pollinators. One crucial example is
the impact of pesticides in home gardens on caterpillars. Use of pesticides on or near butterfly
host plants can reduce the population of caterpillars in the garden. Since they are a protein-
and nutrient-rich food source for many bird species, this can lead to a decline in food for birds.

Pesticides can also disrupt the beneficial insects that help keep other garden pests in check.
Spraying for mosquitoes, for instance, can harm insects like ladybugs, which naturally control
aphids and scale insects. Loss of predatory insects can disrupt the delicate balance of the
ecosystem and lead to outbreaks of garden pests.

Pesticides applied for mosquitoes and other backyard nuisance insects can harm beneficial
insects like ladybugs, which provide natural control of aphids and scale insects. Loss of
predatory insects can lead to outbreaks of garden pests. (Photo: John Flannery).

2. "SOMETHING IS EATING MY PLANTS. THEY'RE GOING TO
DIE! | NEED TO DO SOMETHING.”



Reality: Plants are resilient, especially native plants living in the right conditions. Last year, my
pearly everlasting plants (Anaphalis margaritacea) were covered in webbing and looked close to
death shortly after emerging. Upon closer inspection, they were teeming with hungry American
lady (Vanessa virginiensis) caterpillars. | let them be. Two months later, the plants were huge,
healthy, and beautiful! This plant species has had a relationship with larval butterflies for much
longer than I've been alive and it can withstand the damage it's adapted for. Take a pause
before deciding to intervene.
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Native plants are resilient. Pearly everlasting plants (Anaphalis margaritacea) covered in
webbing, frass, and American painted lady (Vanessa virginiensis) caterpillars can rebound
without any intervention. After providing important food and shelter for caterpillars, the same
plants can become healthy with robust foliage and flowers within a few months. (Photos: Emily
May.)

3. "I SPRAYED PESTICIDES A WHILE AGO, BUT IT SHOULDN'T BE
A PROBLEM FOR POLLINATORS ANYMORE.”

Reality: Some pesticides can remain in the environment for days, weeks, or even months or
years. Even if you sprayed pesticides in the past, residues may still be present on plants, in the
soil, or on nearby surfaces. Pollinators that come into contact with these residues can still be
exposed and affected. It's important to be aware of the persistence of pesticides and consider
the potential hidden risks to pollinators even after some time has passed since application.

4. “IF | CAN BUY IT, IT MUST BE SAFE.”

Reality: There are several pitfalls in the pesticide approval process. When the US Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) decides whether to approve a pesticide, it weighs the risks to humans
or non-target wildlife against the potential economic benefit of its use. Unfortunately, many
pesticides are approved for use despite the risks they pose to pollinators and other organisms.



One reason this happens is because testing is performed on single active ingredients, not the
end-use products or combinations of chemicals that pollinators encounter in the real world,
which can both be more toxic. Additionally, by using European honey bees as the standard test
species, these tests do not capture the diverse vulnerabilities of native bees, butterflies, and
other invertebrates.

5. “NATURAL OR ORGANIC PESTICIDES ARE ALWAYS SAFE. JUST
SPRAY NEEM OIL!"

Reality: While natural or organic pesticides generally have lower environmental impacts than
their synthetic counterparts, they can still be toxic to beneficial insects. Neem oil, a naturally-
occurring pesticide extracted from seeds of the neem tree (Azadiracta indica), has many active
components: it can smother insects by contact, repel and reduce insect feeding, and prevent
immature insects from maturing. Because neem is toxic to the developing larvae of many
insects, its use should be avoided on the host plants of larval butterflies. Caution with organic
pesticides can minimize harm to beneficial insects.

6. “MY MOSQUITO SPRAY IS DERIVED FROM
CHRYSANTHEMUM FLOWERS.”

Reality: Pest control companies can mislead consumers who are concerned about the
environment into thinking that their conventional products for mosquito and tick control are
botanical insecticides derived from chrysanthemum flowers. While pyrethrins are organic
pesticides derived from chrysanthemums, pyrethroids are structurally modified versions
designed to be more persistent in the environment and more toxic to insects. By implying a
natural origin, these companies create an illusion of safety and eco-friendliness.

Ask for the active ingredient of the proposed spray. Synthetic pyrethroids commonly used in
backyard settings include bifenthrin, permethrin, deltamethrin, lambda-cyhalothrin,
cypermethrin, and esfenvalerate. All of these pesticides are highly toxic to bees and many
other beneficial insects, and more persistent in the environment than the organic pyrethrins.


https://xerces.org/publications/guidelines/organic-pesticides
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Don't be fooled by false advertising: many pesticides applied for mosquitoes, ticks, and other
insects around homes and gardens are highly toxic to bees and other beneficial insects.

(Photo: Praxis Eco Pest Control, CC BY 2.0, Flickr.)

/. “ONLY INSECTICIDES HARM POLLINATORS; HERBICIDES
AND FUNGICIDES ARE SAFE.”

Reality: While insecticides are often the primary concern when considering pollinator safety,
herbicides and fungicides can also pose risks. Herbicides can eliminate flowering plants that
provide essential food sources for pollinators, and they indirectly affect pollinators by altering
the nutritional composition or abundance of floral resources. Fungicides can also cause subtle
but significant harm, making bees more susceptible to pathogens as well as the stress of
insecticide exposure or poor nutrition. It's important to consider the potential impact of all
types of pesticides on pollinators.

8. “PESTICIDES SOLVE PEST PROBLEMS. THEY'RE THE
CHEAPEST AND EASIEST WAY TO GET RID OF PESTS.”

Reality: Pesticides are often treating the symptoms of an underlying issue, rather than solving
the root issue. Pesticides are costly from both an economic and environmental standpoint, and
there are many other options to consider before considering a pesticide. Given the potential for
harm, pesticides should be used as a last resort only when other methods have failed and there
is a significant risk to health or property.


https://www.flickr.com/photos/praxisecopest/29605770121/
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Resilient gardening means treating the root issue instead of treating the symptoms. Prevent
pest and disease issues by planting diverse native species and providing them with the right

conditions to thrive. (Photo: Carol, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0, Flickr.)

Author

EMILY MAY

ST

' ek

Pollinator Conservation Specialist

Agricultural Lead

Emily May is a Pollinator Conservation Specialist with the Xerces Society’s Pesticide Program.
She received a master’s of science in entomology from Michigan State University, and has
studied pollinator habitat restoration, bee nesting habits, and the effects of pest management
practices on wild bee communities. Her work with Xerces since 2015 has focused on supporting
crop pollinators through habitat creation and protecting bees and other beneficial insects from
pesticides.


https://www.flickr.com/photos/1energy/8106274288/in/photolist-dmjLVN-bVSv3Z-cdeLGj-bVShfH-T59pAh-2my7xt3-JGrYE-2igXUUE-JGrYy-bVSutt-JGrYL-2mJUL1S-JGrYC-F7pwU-F7qPa-2mT8Mcu-F7q7p-F7oTA-9hi1ci-6XFg5o-6gPpLr-69gXRg-bjvW1Z-5norVj-8TV6B-8PHZWB-bUdyyg-2iXKbgd-BTyv6N-2m45fS4-2m46Nu6-cdeTUS-9hvwRL-cdemf1-cdenvq-cdem8m-LFU6eD-bVS7AT-7q86mT-xRnKiY-bVSvrv-cdeRGq-BM7Ze5-bVSvfk-bVSvEB-34GyhW-oJzgKN-2ih9u1q-CDD2Gw-2mqbaQehttps:/www.flickr.com/photos/1energy/8106274288/in/photolist-dmjLVN-bVSv3Z-cdeLGj-bVShfH-T59pAh-2my7xt3-JGrYE-2igXUUE-JGrYy-bVSutt-JGrYL-2mJUL1S-JGrYC-F7pwU-F7qPa-2mT8Mcu-F7q7p-F7oTA-9hi1ci-6XFg5o-6gPpLr-69gXRg-bjvW1Z-5norVj-8TV6B-8PHZWB-bUdyyg-2iXKbgd-BTyv6N-2m45fS4-2m46Nu6-cdeTUS-9hvwRL-cdemf1-cdenvq-cdem8m-LFU6eD-bVS7AT-7q86mT-xRnKiY-bVSvrv-cdeRGq-BM7Ze5-bVSvfk-bVSvEB-34GyhW-oJzgKN-2ih9u1q-CDD2Gw-2mqbaQe
https://www.xerces.org/staff/emily-may
https://www.xerces.org/staff/emily-may
https://www.xerces.org/staff/emily-may
https://www.xerces.org/staff/emily-may

