
 

Wasp found in upstate New York shows up in
Southern California
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Image shows the leafhopper Rhytidodus decimaquartus. Photo credit: Doug
Yanega, UC Riverside Department of Entomology.

In August 2010, an entomologist at the University of California,
Riverside discovered a tiny fairyfly wasp in upstate New York that had
never been seen in the United States until then. Nearly exactly a year
later, he discovered the wasp in Irvine, Calif., strongly suggesting that
the wasp is well established in the country.

Called Gonatocerus ater, the wasp is about 1 millimeter long and arrived
in North America from Europe. It lays its eggs inside the eggs of
leafhoppers.

Leafhopper females lay their eggs inside plant tissue. Gonatocerus ater
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females find these eggs and lay their own eggs inside them. When the
wasp eggs hatch, the larvae eat the leafhopper eggs.

“This wasp was accidentally introduced in North America,” said Serguei
Triapitsyn, the principal museum scientist in the Department of
Entomology and the director of the Entomology Research Museum, who
made the discovery. “It most likely got here in parasitized eggs of the
leafhoppers in twigs of Lombardy poplar seedlings coming from Europe,
perhaps long ago.”

  
 

  

Image shows the wasp Gonatocerus ater. Photo credit: Jason Mottern, UC
Riverside Department of Entomology. 

Triapitsyn explained that the wasp had been reported in Italy where the
leafhopper Rhytidodus decimaquartus was determined to be its host.

“In California, we do not know if the wasp’s host is this leafhopper, but I
found it on the same Lombardy trees that had the wasp, so an association
is very likely,” he said.

Triapitsyn found the wasp on August 7, 2011, when he was doing field
work along a trail. He caught the insects in a net that he had swept over
Lombardy poplar leaves. He preserved the sample of insects in ethanol

2/3

https://phys.org/tags/larvae/


 

and brought it to his lab at UC Riverside for analysis.

“I identified the wasp as Gonatocerus ater by comparing it to wasps from
upstate New York and also Europe,” he said. “It would not surprise me if
this wasp is found wherever Lombardy poplars are located because its
likely leafhopper host prefers these trees for feeding.”

According to Triapitsyn, the wasp poses no known risk – besides killing
leafhopper eggs.

“It actually helps naturally control leafhopper numbers,” he said. “In its
absence, leafhopper populations could have skyrocketed. This illustrates
how plant pests are oftentimes accompanied by their natural enemies
across very long distances without our knowledge.”

In August 2010, Triapitsyn discovered another species of Gonatocerus
on a large willow tree in the middle of a lawn on the campus of the New
York State Agricultural Experiment Station in Geneva, NY.

“This wasp, which has yet to be described, is native to the United States
,” he said. “The fact that I found it in a relatively well visited and studied
area shows just how little we know about these minute insects.”
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