
ENY-052

Nematode Management for Bedding Plants1

William T. Crow2

1. This document is ENY-052 (IN470), one of a series of the Entomology and Nematology Department, Florida Cooperative Extension Service, Institute of 
Food and Agricultural Sciences, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL. Publication date: April 2003. Revised: December 2005. For more publications 
related to horticulture/agriculture, please visit the EDIS Website at http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/. 

2. William T. Crow, assistant professor, Entomology and Nematology Department, Cooperative Extension Service, Institute of Food and Agricultural 
Sciences, University of Florida, Gainesville, 32611. 

The use of trade names in this publication is solely for the purpose of providing specific information. UF/IFAS does not guarantee or warranty the products 
named, and references to them in this publication does not signify our approval to the exclusion of other products of suitable composition. All chemicals 
should be used in accordance with directions on the manufacturer's label. Use pesticides safely. Read and follow directions on the manufacturer's label. 

The Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences (IFAS) is an Equal Opportunity Institution authorized to provide research, educational information and 
other services only to individuals and institutions that function with non-discrimination with respect to race, creed, color, religion, age, disability, sex, 
sexual orientation, marital status, national origin, political opinions or affiliations. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Cooperative Extension Service, 
University of Florida, IFAS, Florida A. & M. University Cooperative Extension Program, and Boards of County Commissioners Cooperating. Larry 
Arrington, Dean

Florida means the "land of flowers." Surely, one 
of the things that Florida is known for is the beauty of 
our vegetation. Due to our idyllic environment, color 
can abound in our landscapes year round. 
Unfortunately, plants are not the only organisms that 
enjoy our mild climate. Due to warm temperatures, 
sandy soil, and humidity, Florida has more than its 
fair share of pests and pathogens that attack bedding 
plants. Plant-parasitic nematodes (Figure 1) can be 
among the most damaging and hard-to-control of 
these organisms.

Figure 1. Diagram of a typical plant-parasitic nematode.

What are Nematodes?

Nematodes are unsegmented roundworms, 
different from earthworms and other familiar worms 
that are segmented (annelids) or in some cases 
flattened and slimy (flatworms). Many kinds of 
nematodes are found in the soil of any landscape. 
Most are beneficial, feeding on bacteria, fungi, or 
other microscopic organisms, and some may be used 
as biological control organisms to help manage 
important insect pests (http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/IN468). 
There also are nematodes that feed on plants, called 
plant-parasitic nematodes (Figure 1). 

Plant-parasitic nematodes are very small and 
most can only be seen using a microscope (Figure 2). 
All plant-parasitic nematodes have a stylet or 
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mouth-spear that is similar in structure and function 
to a hypodermic needle (Figure 3). The nematode 
uses its stylet to puncture plant cells and then inject 
digestive juices and ingest plant fluids through it. 
Most of the plant-parasitic nematodes that are 
important on ornamental plants in Florida feed on 
roots. Some plant-parasitic nematodes remain in the 
soil and feed by inserting only their stylet into the 
root; these are called ectoparasitic nematodes (Figure 
4). Nematodes that enter the plant with part or all of 
their body are called endoparasites. Some 
endoparasites continually burrow around inside the 
root; these are called migratory endoparasites (Figure 
5). Other endoparasites, called sedentary 
endoparasites, establish permanent feeding sites 
inside the root. Once a feeding site is established the 
nematode no longer moves. The sedentary 
endoparasite's body changes shape and is usually 
swollen (Figure 6). 

Figure 2. Size comparison of a typical plant-parasitic 
nematode to a cotton thread.

Figure 3. A typical plant-parasitic nematode stylet 
resembles a hypodermic needle.

Figure 4. An ectoparasitic nemtode feeding by inserting its 
stylet into a root tip.

Figure 5. Migratory endoparasitic nematodes tunnel within 
root tissue.

Figure 6. Root tissue pulled-back to reveal a swollen 
root-knot nematode within.

How Do Nematodes Damage 
Plants?

As plant-parasitic nematodes feed, they damage 
the root system and reduce the ability of the plant to 
obtain water and nutrients from the soil. When 
nematode numbers get high, and/or when 
environmental stresses occur, aboveground symptoms 
may become evident. Aboveground nematode 
symptoms often resemble nutrient deficiencies or 
drought stress. Symptoms include yellowing, wilting, 

thinning and stunting. These symptoms occur because 
the damaged roots cannot take up water and nutrients 
from the soil properly. If plants are planted into beds 




