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If you have been outdoors much lately you may have seen what looks like spittle on your plants.  This is most likely not the work of some expectorating mammal but rather the work of a hungry insect.  Spittlebugs (aka froghoppers) are members of the Cercopidae family of insects and are closely related to cicadas, treehoppers, and leafhoppers.  These tiny jumping insects are often less than 12mm long.  The adults are called froghoppers because they jump and if you use your imagination they can vaguely resemble frogs in shape.
The larvae are called spittlebugs due to their habit of frothing at the anus while they feed.  They are often positioned head facing down on a plant so that the foam they produce flows down over them, providing a moist habitat and a disguise.  If you take the time to look at a gob of this spittle and pull it apart you will find the nymph.  Adults do not produce foam.
These insects are very common and different species can be found on a variety of grasses, herbaceous plants, and some trees.  Many are of little consequence but a few are considered to be pests.  One in particular is the meadow spittlebug, Philaenus spumarius (Linnaeus).
The meadow spittlebug is widely distributed throughout Europe and North America and infests over 400 species of plants. It is particularly injurious to alfalfa, red clover, wheat, oats, corn, and strawberries. 

Nymphs and adults extract plant juices through their needle-like mouthparts. Unlike most sap-sucking insects, however, they do not cause the foliage to turn yellow. Most plants wilt and become stunted. The nymphs feed for a month or longer, depending on temperature, and finally develop into adults in late May or June. 
During the summer, adults feed on the plant upon which they developed. As the foliage dries out, adults migrate to new hosts. In late August or early September, females each begin to deposit up to 50 eggs on succulent plant tissue, glued together with a frothy cement. Meadow spittlebugs produce only one generation each year. 

Another species, the two lined spittlebug, are occasionally an important pest of turf and ornamentals. Nymphs are most often associated with warm-season turfgrasses, but they can also do some damage to cool-season grasses. Adult two-lined spittlebugs feed on various ornamentals, especially hollies.
Adult two lined spittlebugs resemble robust, black leafhoppers with two red stripes across the back. The wings are held roof like over the back in an inverted "V". Adults are about 1/3 inch long. The eyes are bright red. The abdomen is bright red and shows conspicuously when in flight.  Nymphs resemble the adults, but are smaller and lack wings. Nymphs are yellow, white or orange, but have red eyes and brown heads.  
In our area spittlebugs rarely cause economic damage and do not justify treatment but if a severe outbreak occurs there are treatments available.  Mostly they are yet another interesting insect to brighten up your day.
For more information about this and other landscape topics contact your local Virginia Cooperative Extension office. The local Virginia Cooperative Extension office numbers are Albemarle 872-4580, Fluvanna 591-1950, Greene 985-5236, Louisa 540-967-3422, and Nelson 263-4035.
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