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POISONOUS SPIDERS—Part 1 
Adapted from UCIPM Pest Notes:   Brown Recluse and Other Recluse Spiders (R. Vetter, 2000, UC 
ANR Publication 7468) and Spiders (R. Vetter et al. 2000, UC ANR Publication 7442 )        

For the most part, spiders 
are beneficial because of 
their role as predators of 
insects and other arthro-
pods, and most cannot 
harm people. Spiders that 
might injure people--for 
example, black widows--
generally spend most of 
their time hidden under 
furniture or boxes, or in 
woodpiles, corners, or 
crevices. The spiders 
commonly seen out in the 
open during the day are 
unlikely to bite people.  
Black widows are very 
common throughout the 
state, are potentially dan-
gerous, and are easily 
identifiable by their shiny 
black body color and red 
hourglass on the belly. 
There are no populations 
of the brown recluse 
Loxosceles reclusa, in the 
state and fewer than 10 
verified specimens have 

been collected over sev-
eral decades in California. 
Yet people frequently re-
late stories in which they 
or someone they know 
was supposedly bitten by 
a brown recluse in Califor-
nia.  
Black Widow Spider 
 The black widow 
spider, Latrodectus hes-
perus, is the most com-
mon harmful spider in 
California. Venom from 
its bite can cause reac-
tions ranging from mild to 
painful and serious, but 

death is very unlikely and 
many symptoms can be 
alleviated if medical 
treatment is obtained.  
 The typical adult 
female black widow has 
a shiny black body, slen-
der black legs, and a red 
or orange mark in the 
shape of an hourglass on 
the underside of the 
large, round abdomen. 
The body, excluding 
legs, is 5/16 to 5/8 inch 
long. The adult male 
black widow is much 
smaller than the female 
and is seldom noticed. 
Only the larger immature 
female and adult female 
spiders are able to bite 
through a person’s skin 
and inject enough venom 
to cause a painful reac-
tion.  

(Continued on page 2) 

Gardeners who plant 
tomatoes expect to har-
vest lots of tasty vine-ripe 
fruit.  Their joyful 
thoughts of eating juicy 
ripe tomatoes can quickly 
turn to despair when 
healthy tomato vines set 
little or no fruit.  It may be 
tempting to blame nutri-
ent deficiencies for a lack 
of fruit, but blossom drop 
is usually caused by 
other conditions.   

Despite the fact that to-
matoes evolved in the 
tropics, their flowering 
and fruit-set are sensitive 

to high temperatures.  
Flowers often drop on 
many varieties when day 
temperatures exceed 
about 92 degrees F, and 
when night temperatures 
are above 68 degrees F.  
Temperatures that drop 
below 55 degrees F at 
night, can also prevent 
pollination of tomato 
flowers early in the sea-
son. 

(Continued on page 3) 

Adult Female 
Black Widow Spider 

What you will miss if you 
have Tomato Blossom Drop! 
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POISONOUS SPIDERS continued from page 1 
 The web of the black 
widow is an irregular, tough-
stranded, sticky cobweb mesh in 
which the spider hangs with its un-
derside up. During the day it often 
hides under an object at the edge 
of the web or stays in the center. 
The egg sacs are mostly spherical, 
about 1/2 inch long and 5/8 inch in 
diameter, creamy yellow to light tan 
in color, opaque, and tough and 
paperlike on the surface. Tiny, 
young black widows, which are 
nearly white in color, disperse to 
new locations by ballooning and 
infest new areas.  

 Black widow spiders occur 
in most parts of California. They 
usually are found in dark, dry, shel-
tered, relatively undisturbed places 
such as among piles of wood, rub-
bish, or stones; in culverts, hollow 
stumps, and old animal burrows; in 
garages, sheds,  crawl spaces, util-
ity meter boxes, irrigation boxes, 
and outhouses. People are most 
likely to be bitten when they disturb 
the spider while they are cleaning 
out or picking up items in such 
places. Always wear gloves and a 
longsleeved shirt when working in 
areas that have been undisturbed 
for a time and where there are 
good hiding places for spiders.  
 The symptoms of a black 
widow bite are largely internal; little 
more than local redness and swell-
ing may develop at the bite site. 
The internal effects may range from 
mild to severe. Pain tends to 
spread from the bite to other parts 
of the body and muscular spasms 
may develop. In severe cases the 
abdominal muscles may become 
quite rigid. Other effects can in-
clude profuse sweating, fever, in-

creased blood pressure, difficulty 
breathing and speaking, restless-
ness, and nausea. Typically, the 
pain and other symptoms reach a 
maximum within a day of the bite, 
then gradually subside over the 
next 2 to 3 days. Black widow bites 
are fairly common in California.  
General spider bites  
 Sometimes a person may 
not be aware of having been bitten 
until pain and other symptoms be-
gin to develop. Other species of 
arthropods whose bites or stings 
may be mistaken for that of a spi-
der include ticks, fleas, bees, 
wasps, bedbugs, mosquitoes, the 
conenose (kissing) bug (Triatoma 
protracta), deer flies, horse flies, 
and water bugs (Lethocerus spp.).  
 For first aid treatment of a 
spider bite, wash the bite, apply an 
antiseptic to prevent infection, and 
use ice or ice water to reduce 
swelling and discomfort. If you re-
ceive a bite that causes an unusual 
or severe reaction, contact a physi-
cian.  
Prevention and Nonchemical 
Control 
 Spiders may enter houses 
and other structures through cracks 
and other openings. They also may 
be carried in on items like plants, 
firewood, and boxes. Regular vac-
uuming or sweeping of windows, 
corners of rooms, storage areas, 
basements, and other seldomly 
used areas helps remove spiders 
and their webs. Vacuuming spiders 
can be an effective control tech-
nique because their soft bodies 
usually do not survive this process. 
Indoors, a web on which dust has 
gathered is an old web that is no 
longer being used by a spider.  
 To prevent spiders from 
coming indoors, seal cracks in the 
foundation and other parts of the 
structure and gaps around windows 
and doors. Good screening not 
only will keep out many spiders but 
also will discourage them by keep-
ing out insects that they must have 
for food.  
 In indoor storage areas, 
place boxes off the floor and away 
from walls, whenever possible, to 

help reduce their usefulness as a 
harborage for spiders. Sealing the 
boxes with tape will prevent spiders 
from taking up residence within. 
Clean up clutter in garages, sheds, 
basements, and other storage ar-
eas. Be sure to wear gloves to 
avoid accidental bites.  
 Outdoors, eliminate places 
for spiders to hide and build their 
webs by keeping the area next to 
the foundation free of trash, leaf 
litter, heavy vegetation, and other 
accumulations of materials. Trim-
ming plant growth away from the 
house and other structures will dis-
courage spiders from first taking up 
residence near the structure and 
then moving indoors. Outdoor light-
ing attracts insects, which in turn 
attracts spiders. If possible, keep 
lighting fixtures off structures and 
away from windows and doorways. 
Sweep, mop, hose, or vacuum 
webs and spiders off buildings 
regularly. Insecticides will not pro-
vide long-term control and should 
not generally be used against spi-
ders outdoors.  
 Typically pesticide control 
of spiders is difficult unless you 
actually see the spider and are able 
to spray it. There are various insec-
ticides available in retail outlets 
labeled for spider control, including 
pyrethrins, resmethrin, allethrin, or 
combinations of these products. If 
you spray a spider, it will be killed 
only if the spray lands directly on it; 
the spray residual does not have a 
long-lasting effect. This means a 
spider can walk over a sprayed 
surface a few days (and in many 
cases, a few hours) after treatment 
and not be affected. Control by 
spraying is only temporary unless 
accompanied by housekeeping. 
 Remember that spiders are 
primarily beneficial and their activi-
ties should be encouraged in the 
garden. Pesticide control is difficult 
and rarely necessary. The best ap-
proach to controlling spiders in and 
around the home is to remove hid-
ing spots for reclusive spiders such 
as black widows and regularly 
clean webs off the house with 
brushes and vacuums.  

Black Widow Spider with Egg Sac 
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The length of exposure is an impor-
tant factor.  The longer that plants 
are exposed to high temperatures, 
the more serious the effect will be 
on flower set.  High temperatures 
for several consecutive days cou-
pled with dry soil conditions will 
often cause poor pollination and 
flower drop. Hot, dry winds and low 
humidity will make the problem 
worse.  Heirloom and older home 
garden varieties are more sensitive 
to extreme temperatures than are 
many of the newer hybrids.  
 
Too much shade can also cause 
poor fruit-set on tomatoes.  Plants 
should be grown where they will 
receive at least 6 hours of full sun a 
day.  Any less direct sunlight will 
result in a more spindly and less 
productive plant. 
 
A tomato plant with very lush foli-
age may look healthy, but exces-
sive vegetative growth is often as-

sociated with poor blossom-set.  
Anything that stimulates lush vine 
growth will discourage flower-set.  
The most common cause of excess 
growth is too much nitrogen fertili-
zation.  Gardeners who apply too 
much manure or commercial nitro-
gen-containing fertilizer often have 
beautiful-looking plants that do not 
produce much fruit.  This problem 
may correct itself as the season 
progresses when plants use up 
excess nitrogen and some has 
been leached out of the plant’s root 
zone by irrigation . 
 
Dry soil can also cause poor fruit-
set.  Tomatoes that do not receive 
adequate water become stressed 
and their blossoms will dry and fall 
from the plant.  During hot weather, 
water tomatoes deeply once or 
twice a week and wet a large area 
around each plant.  It is also bene-
ficial to apply a layer of mulch on 
the soil under your plants to con-

serve moisture especially on sandy 
soils.   
 
Tomato fruit-set problems can oc-
cur wherever tomatoes are grown.  
You can improve your chance of 
harvesting a good crop by choosing 
varieties adapted to your region.  
Be sure to plant in full sun, water 
thoroughly and don’t apply too 
much nitrogen fertilizer.  You 
should also check plants weekly for 
signs of harmful pests.  Control 
infestations before they cause seri-
ous damage.  Keep a watchful eye 
for tiny tomato psyllids also called 
“jumping plant lice”.  Their greenish 
aphid-size larva feed on the under-
sides of leaves and inject a toxin 
which causes foliage to turn a pur-
plish color and can prevent tomato 
flowers from setting fruit.  If psyllids 
are present, spray plants with 
malathion or insecticidal soap. 

The Diaprepes Root Weevil (Citrus Root Weevil) Up-Date 
Carlsbad Quarantine Map and List of Host Plants for San Diego County 

 

According to the California Depart-
ment of Food and Agriculture, Pest 
Exclusion Branch, the Diaprepes 
Root Weevil adults have been 
found on the following plant hosts 
in San Diego County: 
 

• Lemon 
• Indian Hawthorne 
• Ivy 
• Madevillea 
• Bougainvillea 
• Pittosporium 
• Roses 
• Pygmy Date Palm 
• Japanese Privet 
• Coral Tree 
• Bottlebrush 
• California Pepper Tree 
• Brazilian pepper 

 
For additional information or to 
report possible sightings, please 
contact the CDFA Diaprepes Hot-
line at 1-800-491-1899. 

Carlsbad Quarantine Area 
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University of California Cooperative Extension 
Farm and Home Advisors Office 
5555 Overland Avenue, Building #4, Suite #4101 
San Diego, CA  92123 

Phone: 858-694-2184 
Fax: 858-694-2849 
E-mail: saparker@ucdavis.edu 
Web Site:  www.cesandiego.ucdavis.edu 

Funding for this project has been provided in full or in part through an Agreement with the 
State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) pursuant to the Costa-Machado Water 
Act of 2000 (Proposition 13) and any amendments thereto for the implementation of Cali-
fornia’s Nonpoint Source Pollution Control Program.  The contents of this document do not 
necessarily reflect the views and policies of the SWRCB, nor does mention of trade names 
or commercial products constitute endorsement or recommendations for use. 

The University of California prohibits discrimination against or har-
assment of any person on the basis of race, color, national origin, 
religion, sex, physical or mental disability, medical condition (cancer 
related or genetic characteristics), ancestry, marital status, age, 
sexual orientation, citizenship, or status as a covered veteran 
(special disabled veteran, Vietnam-era veteran or any other veteran 
who served on active duty during a war or in a campaign or expedi-
tion for which a campaign badge has been authorized).  University 
policy is intended to be consistent with the provisions of applicable 
State and Federal laws.  Inquiries regarding the University’s nondis-
crimination policies may be directed to the Affirmative Action/Staff 
Personnel Services Director, University of California, Agriculture and 
Natural Resources, 300 Lakeside Drive, 6th Floor, Oakland CA  
94612-3560.  (510) 987-0096.  University of California, County of 
San Diego, and the United States Department of Agriculture cooper-
ating. 

Integrated Pest Management  
Community Workshop Series 
For You & Your Customers 

The Healthy Garden –Healthy Home 
program is conducting a series of 
FREE community workshops integrat-
ing the concept of Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) with a variety of 
topics.  The underlying message of 
each workshop is to demonstrate how 
residents can be an important part of 
the solution to improve water quality in 
San Diego County.  Monthly work-
shops will include topics such as Ants, 
Snails & Slugs, Backyard Citrus Pests, 
Irrigation & Lawn Care, Plant Selec-
tion, Vertebrate Pests, and Beneficial 
Insects.  Our next workshop will be on 
The Secrets to Controlling White-
flies! This program will be held on Sat-
urday, August 19 at 10:30 AM at the 
Rancho San Diego Library in El Cajon
(Please see ad.)  CCN Pro CE Units 
have been approved for this work-
shop.  For more  information please 
contact  Scott Parker at sa-
parker@ucdavis.edu or 858-694-2184. 
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