
Fungus gnats? Here's how to fight back!

By Massachusetts Master Gardener Bonnie Power

Fungus gnats are an extremely common problem with houseplants. While adult fungus

gnats don't damage plants or bite people, they are a nuisance. Larvae, however (especially

if present in large numbers), can damage roots and stunt plant growth, particularly in

seedlings and young plants.

To confirm the presence of adult fungus gnats, check out the plant aisle at your local

hardware or big box store for yellow sticky pads. If you can’t find them at retail, wrap

yellow tape sticky-side-out around tongue depressors or paint stirrers and put them in

your pots. Give the sticky tape a couple of days, then closely inspect your

“catch”: Adult fungus gnats are approximately 1/8th to 1/16th inch in size, dark in color and

look similar to mosquitoes. As shown below (left), they are delicate looking with slender

legs and segmented antennae that are longer than their heads.

Although fungus gnats hang out pretty exclusively around houseplants, they are often

confused with two other small flies:

● Fruit flies (above center) are more brown in color and most have red eyes. They tend

to gather around ripe fruit. Put out a bowl of liquid (vinegar, wine or fruit juice) to

attract and drown adults.

● If you see small black flies (above right) around the drain in your sink, they are drain

flies. They have very distinctive round wings and fatter bodies than fungus gnats. You

can get rid of them by putting 1/3rd cup of baking soda down the drain. Let it sit for a

bit then wash it down with hot water.

 

When it comes to getting rid of adult fungus gnats circling your houseplants, some people

have reported success just vacuuming them up. But don't forget also to address the next

generation incubating in your soil. Here’s a summary of the best advice I could find for

dealing with larvae. Many of the listed products can be purchased online.
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1. Fungus gnats breed in wet soil. If you can dry out the soil at the top of the pot this

will go a long way toward getting rid of them. Try putting a saucer under the pot and

watering from the bottom or putting something on top of the soil like cinnamon,

diatomaceous earth, sand, or gravel.

2. Purchase a package of beneficial nematodes: microscopic roundworms that will take

up residence in the soil. Applied as a top-dressing, the nematodes hunt down and kill

fungus gnat larvae in the soil but are completely safe for people, pets, and plants.

3. Arm yourself with an organic product called Mosquito Bits (Bacillus thuringiensis v.

israelensis). Add one teaspoon to a gallon of water. Allow the mixture to stand

overnight and then use it to water your plants. It will kill fungus gnat larvae before

they have chance to mature into breeding adults.

4. You can also water plants with a mixture of 1 part 3% hydrogen peroxide to 3 parts

water. If it doesn’t kill the larvae it will at least bring them to the surface of the soil

where you can kill them by hand.

 

Hopefully these suggestions will help restore your indoor garden to gnat-free beauty. Good

luck! 

PHOTO CREDITS:

● Fungus gnat, courtesy GardeningKnowHow.com

● Fruit fly, courtesy Wikimedia Commons

● Drain fly, courtesy Watchdog Pest Control

Reprinted with permission from the Massachusetts Master Gardener Association newsletter,

The Dirt, December 2020


