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Every spring when the weather warms I bring my house plants outside. I know it is 
healthier for them because the growing conditions are better.  The light is at least 10 
times more intense, the humidity higher and the rain waters them naturally without tap 
water’s chlorine or salts. And no matter how infested my plants may be with aphids, 
scale or white fly the birds clean the insects off. If you’ve ever watched a Chickadee 
hunting along a tree branch mining for insects you’ll see what I mean.  The birds that 
we attract with our bird feeders are grateful for the seeds but for the most part they 
survive on insects, worms and fruit.  

 
The point is that birds depend on 
insects to survive. For example, 
Cedar Waxwings eat all kinds of 
insects especially during their mating 
season, Finches eat aphids, 
caterpillars, leaf hoppers, leaf miners 
and Japanese beetles. Wrens are 
voracious insect eaters including ants, 
beetles, bees, millipedes, spiders, flies, 
stink bugs and wasps. Sparrows eat 
ants, cabbage loopers, cut worms, leaf 
hoppers, wasps and spiders.  
Chickadees like aphids, caterpillars, 
beetles, weevils, moths, scale and 
wasps.  Cardinals eat a host of insects 
including beetles, tent caterpillars, 
tomato hornworm and Japanese beetles.  
Barn Swallows are 100% 

insectivores. With a nest of Barn Swallows you will not need to use any insecticides, 
including for mosquitoes. This is a short list of birds and a short list of insects they eat 
to make the point that birds are our natural and effective insecticides. 
 
What happens if our gut reaction is to spray our yard/lawn whenever we see bugs?  In 
the short run it will kill all the bugs.  In the long run however because they have no 
insects to eat the bird population will fall and then the insect population will sky rocket 

above pre-spray levels.There are no insecticides as effective as the birds in long term 
insect control.!
 
Can we just put more bird food out to make up for the insects we’ve killed?  No, most 
birds can not survive without insects to eat. So why would we pay to apply insecticides 
that eliminate the birds in our neighborhood but in the long run increase the insect 
populations? Of course we are all concerned about insects eating and killing our 
landscapes. I’m writing this to reassure you that plants have co-evolved with insects for 
their mutual benefit.  For example, a tree can sustain as much as 40% defoliation 
without suffering adverse effects. So the presence of bugs in your yard is 
actually a natural and healthy occurrence.   
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Cedar Waxwing; photo by Susie Lipps
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If I treat my Ash trees for 
Emerald Ash Borer will it 
kill the birds? No, the 
populations of wood 
peckers that eat wood 
boring insects has 
apparently increased, I’ve 
conjectured because wood 
peckers don’t eat dead 
borers.  
 
What about West Nile Virus 
and Lyme's Disease? 
Remember the most 
effective mosquito and tick 
control is a healthy bird 
population. And the 
most effective 
preventative for both 
of these diseases is 
careful personal use 
of insect repellents.        
 
Everyone hates mosquitos and other creepy crawlies so here are Arborsmith’s 
guidelines for protecting our trees, our birds, and ourselves.   
 
• When you see bugs don’t over react. Insecticides are chemo-therapy which if 

not applied by careful, licensed applicators may end up killing what we hoped to 
protect. Instead I invite you to relax, take a breath and enjoy nature’s wonderful 
balance. 

• Inspect to positively identify each insect and leave it alone if it is not doing damage. 

• Treat the plant culturally first to make sure it is healthy so it can fight off 
invading insects by itself. 

• Use non toxic, organic sprays such as oil, soap and natural predators or “do 
no harm”. 

• As a last resort use low toxicity, non persistent pesticides only to 
reduce insect populations to natural levels.  

  
The neighborhood birds thank you.
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Bugs in your yard are a healthy occurrence; photo by Lesley Bruce Smith

mailto:info@thearborsmiths.com

