Managing Flower Thrips in Southern Highbush Blueberry in Florida

The Florida flower thrips (Frankliniella bispinosa Morgan) is primarily a pest of southern
highbush blueberries during the bloom period in Florida. Larvae and adults feed on all parts of
the flowers (ovaries, styles, petals) and developing fruit. Feeding damage can reduce pollination
of the injured blooms, and the subsequent quantity and quality of fruit produced from those
blooms. Adult females can also cause indirect injury to fruit when laying their eggs inside flower
tissues (Figure 1 c). The newly hatched larvae create holes in the flower tissue when they
emerge, resulting in scarring of the fruit.

Figure 1 a-c. Flower thrips injury
Credits: O. Liburd, UF/IFAS (Figure 1 c). D. Phillips, UF/IFAS (Figure 1 b). UF/IFAS (Figure 1 a).

Flower thrips have a short life cycle (18 to 22 days under ideal conditions), which includes two
active feeding larval stages, completing multiple generations in blueberry during the spring
each year. Adults are very small (1/16 of an inch in length), yellowish to orange in color, with
fringed wings (Figure 2). Thrips numbers typically increase dramatically as the flower corollas
open and bloom progresses, peaking when 80-90% of blooms are open.

Figure 2. Adult flower tHrips
Credits: O. Liburd, UF/IFAS

Determining when or if blueberries should be treated for thrips can be difficult. To measure
treatment thresholds for southern highbush blueberries, begin sampling bloom clusters as soon
as flowers begin to open. Sample four to five areas in a 1-acre block by placing a white sheet of
paper under a flower cluster and tapping lightly. Count the number of flowers in the cluster,



and also the number of thrips dislodged from the flower cluster. If there is an average of more
than four thrips per flower, some type of management is recommended. Alternatively, two
white sticky traps can be used to monitor a 5-acre block (one on the border of the block and
one in the center). If there are more than 80—100 thrips in the traps per week, some type of
management is needed. Sampling should begin when flowers are at stage 3 of bloom, ideally
repeated 2 to 3 times per week throughout the full bloom.

Blueberries are a pollination-sensitive crop, and careless use of insecticides and subsequent bee
kill can easily impair pollination and impact fruit-set. Only selected insecticides (such as
Entrust® (Spinosad)) should be used during bloom. Assail® (acetamiprid) and Apta®
(tolfenpyrad) are the material of choice only until 5 days pre-bloom. Sivanto® (flupyradifurone)
also have some efficacy on flower thrips. In addition to other suggested insecticides, a recent
UF trial showed that sulfoxaflor (Transform®) was very effective for controlling flower thrips. It
is important to always follow all label instructions to minimize harmful effects to non-target
organisms (pollinators and beneficial predators).
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