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Whiteflies Fly for Science 

Scientists are marking a 
field of melons with 
orange fluorescent dust 
to learn more about the 

pesky whitefly. 
The tiny, hard to control insect 

threatens such crops as cotton, 
melons and lettuce, causing mil- 
lions of dollars damage. Unfortu- 
nately, whiteflies are resistant to 
many pesticides, and natural 
controls, such as predators and 
parasites, have not been very 
successful. 

Instead, farmers and scientists are 
investigating ways to manage crops 
so they are less vulnerable to the 
whiteflies. For example, farmers 
might avoid planting favorite 
whitefly host plants next to each 
other so infestations would be less 
likely to spread from field to field. 

But, how far apart do the fields 
need to be? How far can whiteflies 
fly? That's where the orange 
painted melons come in. 

David Byrne, a research ento- 
mologist at the University of 
Arizona, is verifying his laboratory 
research on whitefly flight patterns 
in fields at the UA Maricopa and 
Yuma Valley Agriculture Centers. 
He and UA research associates 
Robin Rathman and Jacquelyn 
Blackmer will trap whiteflies, tinted 
orange from the melon plants, at 
varying distances from the field. 

"We hope eventually to be able to 
predict when whiteflies are going to 
migrate between crops and how far 
they will range," Byrne said. "We 
have already learned a great deal in 
the laboratory using a flight cham- 
ber." 

For instance, some whiteflies can 
fly for more than 2.5 hours. With a 
ten mile -per -hour wind, they could 
move more than 25 miles. Byrne 
and Blackmer also discovered that 
flight activity is influenced by the 

Spraying a field with orange dust 

age of the whitefly and the quality 
of the host plants. 

Knowing whiteflies can move 25 
miles under laboratory conditions is 
only a start. 

"This year, we hope to establish 
the effective migration range of the 
sweet potato whitefly," Byrne said. 
"How far can they fly and still have 
enough energy reserves to establish 
a new colony ?" 

In the past, whitefly traps usually 
were covered with a sticky sub- 
stance; when the insect hit the trap, 
it died. Byrne is using passive traps 
that gently catch the whiteflies on 
an cloth filter. 

During his field trials, Byrne and 
the other entomologists will check 
the traps on an hourly basis. The 
traps are placed in concentric circles 
up to 0.6 mile from the one -half 
acre melon field. The plants will be 
dusted with bright orange paint so 
Byrne can be sure that's where the 
trapped whiteflies originated. 

Byrne will count the number of 
live whiteflies; check on the number 
of eggs they are carrying and will 
lay; and determine their energy 
reserve levels. The entomologists 
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also will monitor environmental 
factors that could affect the white - 
flies, including temperature, 
barometric pressure and wind 
speed and direction. 

"The laboratory gave us basic 
data about the whitefly, but field 
testing is much more complicated," 
Byrne said. "However, field tests 
will bring us one step closer to 
making truly informed suggestions 
for growers." 

Contact Dr. David Byrne at 410D 
Forbes, University of Arizona, Tucson, 
AZ 85721, or call (602) 621 -7169. 
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