
Home & Garden Pest Newsletter

Volume 2, Issue 3
Fall 2022

In this issue:

Arachnophobia  
p.1

Common Spiders 
p.3

Invasive Pest Spotlight 
p.4

Editors: Karey Windbiel-Rojas, 
Belinda Messenger-Sikes, 
Lauren Fordyce

E-mail:  
ucipm-community@ucanr.edu

Online:  
ipm.ucanr.edu

Subscribe to this newsletter at  
https://bit.ly/3G3n8WG 
or use the QR Code:

Produced by the Urban and 
Community IPM Team of the 
University of California Statewide 
Integrated Pest Management 
Program, with partial funding from 
the USDA NIFA CPPM Extension 
Implementation Program. 

Connect with us! 

continued on page 2

@ucipmurban

@ucipm

Arachnophobia: Should You Be 
Afraid of Spiders?
Fear of spiders, arachnophobia, is a 

widespread problem in western societies. 
This fear is not only of spiders but can extend to 
all land arthropods with more than six legs—the 
arachnids. It can range from simply avoiding 
arachnids to panic attacks, high heart rates, and 
flight behavior. It’s not clear if arachnophobia 
is a learned response or something instinctive. 
However, it is much commoner in western 
societies than elsewhere. In other parts of the 
world, spiders may even be part of the diet. 
Fear of spiders can result in stress, wasted 
time, and environmental costs through overuse 
of insecticides. Insecticides are often used to 
manage spiders, but don’t work well unless you 
directly spray the spider or its web.

What are arachnids?
Arachnids include spiders, mites, ticks, scorpi-
ons, harvestmen, whip scorpions, camel spiders, 
and vinegaroons. Of these, only spiders, mites 
and ticks, and scorpions have venom. Arachnids 
differ from insects in several ways. They have 
eight or more legs and two major body parts, 
the cephalothorax (a fused head and thorax) and 
abdomen. They don’t have wings or antennae. 

Spiders are different from other arachnids be-
cause they can spin silk from structures called 
spinnerets at the end of the abdomen. They are 
much more commonly found in homes and gar-
dens. Spiders do not have chewing mouthparts 
or legs modified to capture prey, so they rely on 
venom to both incapacitate their prey and begin 
digestion. 

Most spiders, like this jumping 
spider, prefer to hide from 

people.
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The brown recluse spider is 
not found in California.
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Arachnophobia   continued from p. 1

In California, spiders commonly seen around build-
ings include jumping spiders, orb weavers, sheet 
web spiders, cellar spiders, wolf spiders, and widow 
spiders. 

Which spiders are dangerous?
Culturally, we’re taught to fear certain spiders more 
than other arachnids, except for scorpions. Among 
these are black widows, brown recluse, and hobo 
spiders. Many issues are attributed to spider bites. 
However, in most cases of “spider bites” spiders 
were not actually involved. A sharp pain followed 
by development of a lesion or sore is not a sign of 
a spider bite but could instead be due to a staph or 
strep bacterial infection.

Humans are largely unaffected by the venom of 
most spider species. During the entire 20th century, 
only about 100 deaths from spider bites occurred 
worldwide.

Only a few spiders have venom that is dangerous 
to humans, including the Sydney funnel web spider 
of Australia, widow spiders (Latrodectus), Brazilian 
wandering spider, and the African sand spider. 

Widow spiders
The only potentially dangerous spiders in California 
are widow spiders. Both the native western black 
widow spider and the invasive brown widow spider 
occur in California. These are smooth bodied, shiny 
spiders, with long slender legs, and a bulbous ab-
domen in the females. They appear to be hairless. 
Females have a bright hourglass shaped mark on 
the underside of the abdomen.

Widow spiders make messy webs in sheltered sites. 
The silk is several times as strong as silk produced 
by other spiders and has a different feel when 
touched. These tough silk threads are also smooth 
and homogeneous. During WWII widow silk was 
used to make the crosshairs in gunsights for the 
U.S. Army.

Widow spiders are abundant in urban and subur-
ban habitats. In some regions of California there 
might be as many as 20 to 30 black widows per 
property. They are shy, reclusive spiders and live in 
quiet dark places. They generally retreat into hiding 

places when confronted by any animal larger than 
they are. Actual widow bites are rare and rarer still 
do they inject venom. Instead many widow bites 
are what are called dry bites. Black widow venom 
is neurotoxic and can cause fever, muscle and joint 
aches and muscle cramping. It does not cause 
sores, and it is rarely fatal. There is an effective an-
tivenom available for treating black widow bites.

Recluse spiders
Recluse spiders also have bad reputations. These 
are ground-dwelling spiders in the genus Loxosceles 
that somewhat resemble wolf spiders. There are 
several species across the U.S., but only two occur 
in California, L. deserta and the introduced L. laeta, 
but most people focus on the brown recluse,  
L. reclusa. California has the largest number of diag-
nosed brown recluse spider bites in the U.S., yet the 
brown recluse does not occur within 1,000 miles of 
California. Essentially, all recluse bites in California 
are probably bacterial infections. 

True to their name, recluse spiders are very shy and 
occur in dark quiet places. Recluse spiders appear 
to be even more reluctant to bite than widow spi-
ders. In an example of this, in the early 2000’s a 
Kansas family began collecting spiders in their cen-
tury old farmhouse. After one year they had collect-
ed more than 2,000 brown recluse spiders. No one 
had ever been bitten.

Hobo spiders
Hobo spiders, Eratigena agrestis, are found in 
Washington and Oregon, and perhaps far northern 
California. This spider is also a ground dweller and 
resembles a small wolf spider. Online, its bite is 
said to be as dangerous as recluse spiders, causing 
necrotic sores. This is also an urban myth. Sores 
attributed to hobo spiders are generally caused by 
bacterial infections.

For more information, see Dr. Kimsey’s talk 
on our YouTube channel at youtube.com/
watch?v=b6ExDP5wNVw.

—Lynn Kimsey,  
Director, UC Davis Bohart Museum of Entomology, 

lskimsey@ucdavis.edu
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Common Spiders Around the Home
While venomous spiders like black widows are 

well-known, there are many harmless spiders 
that live in and around our homes and outdoor 
areas. Spiders are beneficial because they prey on 
insects and other pests. Most spiders are not likely 
to bite you and are not dangerous. 

Types of Spiders
Spider families vary by body shape, web type, hunt-
ing or other behavior, and the arrangement and 
size of their eyes. There is a wide range of spiders 
you might encounter in your home or landscape in 
California.

One of the most recognizable is the cellar spider. 
Cellar spiders have long, skinny legs and hang 
upside down in dark corners, often indoors, some-
times bouncing when disturbed. 

Another common type of spider is the cobweb  
spider, which includes widow spiders. Cobweb spi-
ders hang upside down in sticky, irregularly spun 
webs waiting for prey. Most cobweb species are 
small and harmless, except for the Western black 
widow. Most black widow bites come from mature 
adult females which can usually be recognized by 
a red hourglass on the underside of the abdomen. 
The adult male is lighter-colored and smaller than 
the female. Brown widow spiders are becoming 
more common in California as well. See page 4 for 
more about the brown widow.

Wolf spiders have long, hairy legs and are often 
found running along the ground. They don’t build 
webs to capture prey but can have a silken retreat. 
Females carry their young on their backs. Wolf spi-
ders are frequently mistaken for the brown recluse 
spider, which does not occur in California.

Crab spiders have enlarged front legs and look like 
tiny crabs. They are also known as flower spiders 
since they are often found on flowers, hunting in-
sect prey. They hunt during the day and don’t make 
webs.

Dwarf spiders are tiny, hunt during the day, and 
produce sheetlike or irregular crisscross webs on 
surfaces.

Jumping spiders hunt during the day, stalking 
and pouncing on prey. They are hairy, sometimes 
iridescent, and don’t spin webs. 

Sac spiders hide in silk tubes in places such as 
corners, beneath plants, or on bark, and stalk prey 
at night. They occur both indoors and out and are 
usually pale colored.

Orb weaver or garden spiders, such as the west-
ern spotted orb weaver are often large and color-
ful. They spin elaborate webs in concentric circles 
in the garden, waiting in their webs or nearby for 
prey to become entangled. 

Many people dislike spiders but generally, spiders 
are not harmful and are useful to have around. 
Unwanted spider in your house? Trap it and take it 
outside. 

For more information about spiders, see the UC 
IPM website and our collection of resources on 
various spiders: ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/invertebrates/
links.spiders.html

—Karey Windbiel-Rojas, 
and Belinda Messenger-Sikes, 

UC IPM Urban and Community Program 
ucipm-community@ucanr.edu

Top row: wolf spider, dwarf spider.
Bottom row: cellar spider, jumping spider.
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Invasive Pest Spotlight: Brown Widow Spider

The invasive pest spotlight focuses on emerging 
or potential invasive pests in California. In this 

issue, we cover the brown widow spider.

Brown widow spider facts
The brown widow spider became established in 
Southern California in 2000 and appears to be 
displacing the black widow in some of its habitats, 
especially in urban areas. They build their webs in 
secluded areas around homes and in vegetation. 

Mature female brown widows are smaller than 
mature female western black widows. The normal 
brown widow spider coloration is a mottled mix-
ture of tan, brown, and gray. It has a lengthwise 
stripe halfway up the back side of the abdomen 
with two isolated dots in front of it and diagonal 
stripes on the side. The brown widow spider does 
have an hourglass, but it is typically orange rather 
than the vivid red of a black widow. Male brown 
widows are much smaller than other widow spi-
ders. Like black widows, brown widow spiders 
make irregular webs of strong silk.

The egg sac of the brown widow spider has protu-
berances of silk all over its surface, resembling a 
very large pollen grain. The sac is so characteristic 
that it can be used to confirm that brown widows 
are present even if the spiders themselves are not 
seen.

What can you do?
The bite of the brown widow spider is much 
milder than the black widow so the risk of serious 
injury from their bite is less. If you spot a brown 
widow spider in your garden or around your 
home, manage it as you would any spider. Clear 
up clutter like wood piles to reduce nesting sites. 
Check under patio furniture for nesting spiders 

and sweep down their webs. 

For more information, see Pest Notes: Widow Spiders 
and their Relatives at 
ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn74149.html

Female brown widow spider with two egg sacs.
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Female brown widow spider showing an orange 
hourglass marking on the abdomen.
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For more information about 
managing pests, contact your 
University of California Cooperative 
Extension office, or visit the UC IPM 
website at ipm.ucanr.edu.  
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