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WHITE FLIES INFORMATION SHEET 

Whiteflies are small sap-sucking insects that typically feed on the undersides of plant leaves and can 
inflict direct and indirect damage to a wide variety of crops and ornamentals. 

Direct damage  

Adults and nymphs feed on plant sap and since whiteflies congregate in large numbers, susceptible plants 
can be quickly overwhelmed yet the more serious damage is indirect. 

Black fungal mold  

Like many other sap-sucking Hemiptera, whitefly secrete a sticky honeydew that supports black sooty 
mold growth. Plant sap has a low protein content but is rich in sugars, therefore whitefly excrete excess 
sugar in the form of honeydew, making the crop and its fruit, sticky. Black fungal molds grow on the 
honeydew, contaminating fruit and ornamental crops and rendering them unsuitable for market. 
Additionally, photosynthesis in the leaves is reduced, affecting production. 

Disease transmission 

Whiteflies vector several important plant viruses. Monitoring and identification are crucial to managing 
viral plant diseases in susceptible crops. 

     

Common Species of Whitefly 
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The greenhouse whitefly (Trialeurodes vaporariorum), sometimes referred to as the glasshouse whitefly, 
prefer to lay their eggs on the undersides of leaves. 

Damage 

The greenhouse whitefly larvae cause plant damage as a result of feeding on the phloem sap of the 
leaves. Greenhouse white fly secrete a sticky honeydew on which black fungal mold develops. Plant sap 
has a low protein content but is rich in sugars. Whiteflies therefore need to extract large quantities of sap 
in order to get sufficient protein. As a consequence, the excess sugar is secreted in the form of 
honeydew, making the crop and its fruit, sticky. Black fungal molds grow on the honeydew, contaminating 
fruit and ornamental crops and rendering them unsuitable for the market. At the same time, 
photosynthesis in the leaves is reduced, affecting production. 

Adult greenhouse whitefly can transmit several plant viruses in crops such as cucurbits, potatoes and 
tomatoes. Outbreaks of greenhouse whitefly result in yield loss and economic injury. The decline in the 
aesthetic quality of ornamental plants in greenhouses because of honey dew, black sooty mold 
contamination or flying adults are problems associated with high density of whitefly populations. 

The sweet-potato whitefly (Bemisia tabaci) is sometimes referred to as the silverleaf whitefly. Outbreaks 
of sweet potato whitefly occur worldwide, resulting in yield loss and economic injury in a wide array of 
crops. 

Damage 

Sweet-potato whitefly causes direct and indirect damage to plants as a result of feeding and plant disease 
transmission. Sweet potato whitefly cause yellowing and leaf curling in several vegetable crops and 
feeding by nymphs can induce physiological disorders such as irregular ripening in tomatoes and silverleaf 
in curcubits. Honeydew deposition on leaves produces a shiny, sticky sheen and provides an ideal 
substrate for sooty mold growth. Decline in the aesthetic quality of ornamental plants in greenhouses 
caused by black sooty mold contamination. Flying adults are problems associated with high density of 
whitefly populations. 

Natural Enemies 

There are specific natural enemies for different species of whitefly. 

Predatory Wasp (Encarsia formosa) a parasitic wasp of the Aphelinidae family. E. Formosa, can utilize at 
least 15 species of whitefly as hosts but the principal target is the greenhouse whitefly. 
 
Swirskii (Amblyseius swirskii) is an efficient predatory mite used for the control the eggs and young 
nymphs of white flies. Main targets are immature thrips (various species) and whitefly eggs and larvae.   
 
Lacewings (Chrysoperla refilabris)  - secondary targets include whiteflies. 
 
Minute Pirate Bug (Orius insidiosus) also targets whiteflies along with their primary enemies. 


