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What’s Cutting Notches on Leaves of My Garden Shrubs?

Many gardeners notice notches cut on leaves of 
their garden shrubs such as lilacs, roses, straw-
berries, and rhododendrons.  In the case of lilacs 

and roses, the damage may be merely cosmetic, and not a 
threat to the survival of the plant.  In the case of notching 
of rhododendron leaves, the damage may indicate a high 
potential of killing of the plant.  Below are examples of leaf 
notches from my Moscow garden.

Circular and oval notches on lilac and rose leaves often 
result from the activities of leaf cutter bees of the genus 
Megachile, family Megachilidae.  Adult bees cut the circles 
and ovals from leaf margins and use them as lining and cell  
partitions in their nest tunnels in wood, soil, or stone and 
brickwork.  These solitary bees, which collect pollen and 
nectar and carry their loads on the underside of their abdo-
mens (as contrasted with the social honeybees which carry 
pollen on their legs), place the pollen in individual cells in 
their tunnels with an egg to each chamber.  Leaf cutter bee 
larvae consume the pollen and nectar, and later emerge as 
adult insects.  Leaf cutter bees are important pollinators of 
many native and introduced plants.  In the case of commer-
cial alfalfa and carrot seed production, commercial exploita-
tion of introduced leaf cutter bees is important to successful 
seed yields.  The production, sale, and use of “bee boards” 
in Western North America is a money-making enterprise 
for successful alfalfa pollination and seed yields.  You should 
not endeavor 
to control 
or eradicate 
these valuable 
insects!

In the case of 
rhododen-
drons, straw-
berries, yews, 
and some 
other woody 
plants, irregu-
larly notched 
leaves may be a 
powerful sign that there are black vine weevils (Otiorhynchus 
sp.) active and endangering the plants.  The most significant 
damage by these introduced pests is caused by the under-
ground feeding of larvae (“grubs”) of these weevils.  The 
larvae feed on roots of conifers, rhododendrons, and many 
other garden and nursery plants.  Regrettably, these de-

structive pests have been widely and unwittingly introduced 
to many gardens through interstate transport and sales of 
contaminated nursery stock.

 Black vine weevil larvae can girdle underground stems and 
cause significant loss—especially on young plants.  Adult 
black vine weevils, about 0.25 inches long, are slow-mov-
ing, flightless, nocturnal guerillas; the adults hide under pots 
and in leaf litter or mulch during daylight hours and emerge 
at night and do their feeding on aerial plant parts.  

In my home greenhouse, uncaught adult weevils have a 
predilection for night-time feeding on orchid petals and 
leaves of Sansevieria (“Snake Plant”).  In a home greenhouse 
situation, night inspections with flashlight and forceps is one 
means of control and eradication.  Alternatively, sticky traps 
(e.g., Tanglefoot©) can be employed to catch the adults.  
Outdoors, control of black vine weevils can be accom-
plished through the application and use of specific parasitic 
nematodes and other specific pesticides.  For more infor-
mation on black vine weevil problems, contact your local 
Agricultural Extension agent, licensed pesticide applicators, 
or search the Internet.

Richard Naskali

One notched and two intact lilac (Syringa vulgaris) leaves from 
my Moscow garden.  The notches were cut by leaf cutter bees.  
R.J. Naskali photo, October 13, 2007.

Rhododendron leaves damaged by adult black vine weevils.  
R.J. Naskali photo, October 13, 2007.

Enlarged view of an adult black vine weevil with the typical 
‘elbowed’ antennae.  R.J. Naskali photo, October 13, 2007.
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Renew your annual contribution to the Arboretum Associates for Fiscal Year 2008 and contribute 
to your favorite project fund.  Please help the Arboretum grow by renewing your annual gift for the fiscal year 
which began July 1, 2007.  Thank You!

Name_ _________________________________________

Address_________________________________________

City_ __________________ State_ _____ Zip_ __________

Fund Contribution
Arboretum Associates $_________   
Centennial Endowment Fund $_________  
Other ________________ $_________
Total Contribution  $_________

Please charge my  _ _____ MasterCard ______ VISA

Card#__________________________________________

Expiration Date___________________________________

Signature________________________________________
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Contributors receive our periodic ArborNotes. 
Please mail your tax deductible  
contributions to: Arboretum Associates,  
University of Idaho, P.O. Box 443147, 
Moscow, ID 83844-3147.  Thank you.

Membership Categories

Active $20 - $49 
Sustaining $50 - $99 
Donor $100 - $249 
Patron $250 - $499 
Sponsor $500 - $999 
Life Associate $1,000 and above
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