
#spittlebug
Lester, K., Serrano, J. and Kenyon, D.
      SASA, Roddinglaw Road, Edinburgh EH12 9FJ UK

Spittlebugs belong to the Hemiptera insect group. The young of spittlebugs called nymphs 
protect themselves by surrounding themselves in foam bubbles commonly known as 
‘cuckoo spit’. 

Spittlebugs have been identified as the main vector of a bacteria called Xylella which is 
having a devastating impact on trees across Europe. The disease is not currently found in 
the UK but by increasing our knowledge of spittlebugs we have a better chance of 
preventing the introduction and spread of Xylella.

In May 2018 a citizen science scheme was launched by SASA to 
collect more information on the lifecycle of spittlebugs and their 
feeding habits in the UK. 

The majority of spittlebugs nymphs collected were 
the Meadow Spittlebug (Philaenus Spumarius) but 
we also identified two other species (Aphrophora 

and Neophilaenus) using molecular assays
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A total of 80 plant species were 

identified from 28 families.

The most common plant host 
recorded was lavender

May June July August

Nu
mb

er
 of

 cu
ck

oo
 sp

it o
bs

er
va

tio
ns

 

 Main Conclusions:   Philaenus  Spumarius feed on a wide range of plants including trees and are 
widespread across the UK but work continues on less common species to determine if they have 
a stronger host preference than Philaenus. The timeline generated from ‘cuckoo spit’ samples 
as well as subsequent sampling for adults means we can identify when adults are present and 
have the greatest potential of spreading disease.

The large amount of material gathered during the study allowed us to develop molecular assays 
to quickly identify nymphs as well improve reference sequences available for future identification 
of Xylella vectors. Further research will include molecular analysis of plant DNA from adult insects 
and metabarcoding of WrEN samples for Xylella vectors in conjunction with Forest Research 
and University of Stirling.

http://www.sasa.gov.uk/diagnostics/bacteriology/xylella-fastidiosa

Adult spittlebugs emerge
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