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One of the earliest, and easiest, crops to harvest from the garden is greens, like spinach and Swiss
chard. But we are not the only ones eager to munch on these tender leaves; leafminers are likely
eyeing these plants as you read this! If you’ve ever wondered what the yellow or brown trails
meandering across a leaf’s surface were from, this article is for you. Leafminers are not one species
of insect, like a striped flea beetle (Phyllotreta striolata). The name refers to a number of insects
that cause similar damage to leaves. They can be from several groups of insects, including moths,
sawflies and flies. We will be addressing the two species of most concern for gardeners: the spinach
leafminer and the vegetable leafminer.

Both the spinach leafminer (Pegomya hyoscyami) and the vegetable leafminer (Liromyza sativae)
are small flies (6mm and 1.5mm respectively). They both lays eggs on the underside of leaves,
though they have different preferences. These eggs are usually in rows or groupings, and are tiny
white, cylindrical, and rice-like in appearance. Upon hatching, the larvae chew their way in between
the upper and lower leaf surfaces, creating tunnels or mines as they go.
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LEAFMINERS

As with all pests in the garden, the action we take
should be balanced with the severity of the
problem and should consider effects on the
broader ecosystem. 

Some things to consider:
Leafminer damage is unsightly, but rarely
causes serious harm or kills a plant. 
They live only 2-3 weeks, limiting the extent of
their damage.
Spraying with insecticide is unlikely to be
effective because the larvae are between the
layers of the leaf, and thus protected.

With this in mind, the best strategy is a simple
one: 

Regularly monitor susceptible plants for eggs
and leafminer damage.
Remove and destroy damaged leaves (in case
there are still eggs or larvae inside of them). 
Control weeds that are also host plants for
leafminers, like lambsquarter.
Consider covering vulnerable crops with
insect netting.

If leafminers are a recurring problem, rotate
where their target crops are being grown in the
garden and cover with insect netting as early
as possible. This will hopefully exclude pupae
that may be overwintering in the soil where
these crops were last grown. 
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Responsible gardeners are stewards of the soil, striving to create a healthy, balanced ecosystem
underground to support plant growth. One way to accomplish this is  ground cover, a perennial
species (or combinations of species) that creates a living layer of protection. These low-growing
plants (less than 30 cm) typically spread slowly on their own either underground or above-ground
via stolons, rhizomes, etc.. Unlike bare soil or turfgrass, they can be beautiful, fragrant, produce
edible leaves/fruit, support pollinators, and more. When properly planted and maintained, ground
covers should grow densely enough to out compete weeds while preventing erosion from wind and
rain. 

Whether the intention is to find an alternative to lawn, fill out a perennial bed or frame a pathway
with a little more green, we want to consider the site when deciding which ground cover will work
best. The amount of sun an area receives throughout the day will determine which ground cover
plants are best suited to the area. Most ground covers will not do well with any significant foot
traffic, so avoid planting in areas where people will be walking or playing regularly, or consider
making a path of stepping stones/tiles to minimize damage.

Remove any existing weeds by pulling/digging. No ground cover will out compete invasive species
like Creeping Bellflower (Campanula rapuculoides), which requires a serious intervention for
eradication. Amend the soil with a couple of inches of organic matter like compost or aged manure.
Starting with plugs (small seedlings) can reduce the time it takes for slow-growing ground cover
species to fill in. Others can be started from direct seeding into the soil. 

One of  my favorite low-maintenance ground covers is wild strawberry (Fragaria virginiana). They
do produce edible fruit, though these are smaller than what we are used to finding at the grocery
store. The lovely white flowers support pollinators and plants spread easily season after season
without becoming invasive. Other top choices would be creeping thyme (Thymus serpyllum) which
produces lovely purple flowers and smells great, or hens & chicks (Sempervivum spp) or stonecrop
(Sedum spp) for drier/xeriscaped areas. There are some great native species that can be used as
ground cover as well, including kinnikinnik (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi) for slopes and shadier areas,
creeping juniper (Juniperus horizontalis) so a low-growing evergreen or pussy toes (Antennaria spp)
for their beautiful blue-grey foliage and pinkish flowers.

The City of Calgary has some great recommendations for converting lawn to alternative ground
covers. Check out their website at
https://www.calgary.ca/water/programs/lawn-alternatives-and-groundcovers.html.
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Community Food Connections Association is a non-profit
organization based in Medicine Hat, Alberta. Launched in
2003, we have been working to support food security in
the community through education, programming,
partnerships and policy support for improvements in 
food, nutrition, health and local agriculture.

ABOUT COMMUNITY FOOD CONNECTIONS ASSOCIATION (CFCA)
Our programs include the Good Food Club, Community

Kitchens, the Local Food & Producers Directory, Medicine
Hat Community Gardens, and Growing Gardeners

Education Program. To find out more, head over to our
website, FoodConnections.ca,

or social media accounts:

@COMMUNITYFOODCONNECTIONS @CFCA_MH +
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2025 will be our 4th year
offering Growing Gardeners
Education Program, CFCA’s
free garden club. We are
excited to continue to provide
ecologically-responsible
advice and the opportunity
for gardeners of all experience
levels to learn from one
another in Medicine Hat. We
are tremendously grateful to
be able to host garden club at
the Root Cellar Food &
Wellness Hub, where we help
to maintain the community
access garden located behind
the building. Follow us on
social media (FB + IG) for
updates about Growing
Gardeners and other CFCA
programs. To sign-up for our
mailing list,  and have this
newsletter delivered straight
to your inbox, email
CFCAgarden@gmail.com.

http://foodconnections.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/CommunityFoodConnections/
https://www.instagram.com/cfca_mh/

