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Psocids: Pso What?

You've probably seen them but wondered what they are - and what they are
doing there. Every year we receive inquiries about an interesting and
mysterious group of insects on greenhouse and landscape plants often
mistaken for thrips or other culprits causing plant damage. Psocids (so-cids,
for their insect order Psocodea, formerly Psocoptera), are tiny (less than

3/16" or 5 mm), soft-bodied and

often active creatures. Usually

pale, brown or black in color,

they are also referred to as

barklice (note: they vaguely

resemble and are distantly

related but are not true lice and

do not bite humans) and typically

found on bark or leaves, in grass

or elsewhere in the environment. {
Some may be in bird or animal
nests and others have been
reported associated with wine
barrels. We often encounter
them wandering on plant
samples in the Diagnostic Lab.
They are largely scavengers,
feeding on algae molds, yeasts
and other fungi, and decaying
plant material and are especially
favored by high humidity. Some

may feed gregariously or have |
remarkable color patterns on the
body or wings (when present). A typical psocid, or barklouse. (Photo Mohammed

Outside of the annoyance El Damir, Bugwood.org)

Dan Gilrein
dog1@cornell.edu
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when present in large numbers, the species we encounter on plants are not damaging. Some subtropical
species spin alarming amounts of webbing on outdoor walls or tree trunks particularly where lichen is
present, likely for protection of individuals feeding beneath, but sometimes becoming a nuisance in
landscapes. There are species of psocids that live indoors too; they can be pests of greater concern,
including booklice that feed on the starch sizing (or mold that grows on it) of paper or glue used in binding
or wallpaper or are contaminants in grain where some feed on eggs of grain moths. Good sanitation and
reducing humidity including improving air circulation are the first strategies for managing psocids,
especially indoors, and often sufficient for reducing their numbers. Very warm temporary storage
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conditions have also worked for some indoor pest
situations. Psocids have natural enemies,
including some predatory mites, and populations
are often seasonal, disappearing as weather turns
cooler or drier, so waiting it out may be a solution
for barklice too. I've yet to see a situation where
large numbers persisted on plants for long periods
of time.
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Some barklice like this species (Archipsocus nomas) can
produce extensive webbing, which may have protective
value. (Photo Chazz Hesselein, Alabama Cooperative

Extension System, Bugwood.org)
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Some adult barklice have wings, typically held at a roof-like angle.
This is Metylophorus novaescatiae (Photo: Jessica Louque,
Smithers Viscient, Bugwood.org)

Some barklice are gregarious and feed in groups like this one
feeding on bark of mountain silverbell. (Photo Dawn Dailey O'Brien,
Cornell University, Bugwood.org)
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Take a closer look! Little creatures often have very striking shapes
or color patterns, like the wings on these barklice seen on ash.

(Photo David Cappaert, Bugwood.org)
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