
 
Virtual Q&A with Rothamsted Research scientists 

Heritage Open weekend, 19 & 20 September 2020 

 

We were delighted to be joined virtually by three of our scientists – Dion Garrett, 
Kelly Jowett, and Alex Dye - who bravely volunteered to answer some questions 
thrown at them by our inquisitive young visitors.   

 

 

First to answer questions were 
Kelly Jowett and Dion Garrett 
 

 
Are there any bugs you are scared of? 

I am scared of these giant insects in New Zealand called giant Weta's. They look like giant crickets with very big 
jaws and can be quite scary when they chase people. 

 

What do entomologists do with insects? 

We can do lots of things. We help with protecting pollinators to make more food. We can study the effect of 
climate change.  

 



What do insects have to do with climate change? 

Where they occur and how they live/feed and breed will change according to different climates. They can be 
very sensitive to subtle changes in the environment and are good indicators of wider changes. Insects also 
form the basis of food webs that support bigger animals 

 

 

What to ladybirds eat? (Max, 4) 

For one they eat aphids which are pests of crops and plants. They eat lots of other small pest invertebrates and 
are very helpful. 

 

Why do woodlice live under rocks? (Sophie, 4) 

They are land crustaceans which are like crabs and need moisture. They like to make their homes under many 
rocks and logs. They are known as the 'clean-up crew' for the environment as they eat dead plant material and 
recycle nutrients. They are in the same group as crabs (subphylum) as well as lobsters and horseshoe crabs. 

 

What is the worst pest insect? 

It really depends on the plant or crop. But aphids do the most damage as a whole in the UK as there are many 
species that feed on many different crops and can also transmit plant viruses. And I also study them too - so I 
am biased! 

 

What is the best part of your job? 

I love finding exciting beetles that I haven’t seen before. My favourite bit is talking about insects with scientists 
and the public. 

 

What is the most unusual insect you have found? 

That is a very good question! I found a nationally rare beetle on the LSRE experiment at Rothamsted. So about 
100m behind you! It’s rare because it’s on the ISBN red list as it is threatened by habitat loss. It is found in old 
farmland habitats in nice field margins and is sensitive to disturbance. 

 

What can we do to protect insects in our own homes and gardens? 

Leaving some areas of your garden wild and planting native flowers (wildflower mixes are readily available) 
and don’t use bug spray. 

 

What is your favourite insect and why? 

Kelly: My favourite is an elephant hawk moth as it got me into entomology and are big and pink and you can 
find them in the UK. 



Dion: my favourite is the Great Diving Beetle as I used to catch them when I was little and I also did my 
university dissertation on them. You can find them here in the UK in many weedy ponds. 

 

What is the difference between a chrysalis and a cocoon? Wilber, age 4 

A chrysalis is the pupa of an insect and a cocoon is the webbing that some insects spin around their chyralis 
(pupa) 

 

So, a butterfly has a chrysalis and a cocoon? 

Not always. Some butterflies will only have a chrysalis and other will spin a cocoon around their chrysalis 
before they become a chrysalis. 

 

How many species of ladybird are there? 

There are 26 in the UK. Most of them look like the typical red with black spots but there are lots of 
combinations.  

 

What species of ladybird have the most spots? 

There is a species in the UK which has 22 spots! They are not as common as the 7-spot ladybird but not rare. 
They are sometimes harder to find as they are smaller. 

 

Are stink bugs smelly? 

Stink bugs can be smelly! Only when they are picked up and handled. It is to deter predators from eating them 
as the taste is quite horrible and bitter! 

Are they the same as shield bugs? 

Stink bugs are part of the shield bug Family/group. So yes, they are essentially the same but not all shield bugs 
are stink bugs. 

 

What are the best insects to have as pets? (Tom, 9) 

Praying mantids! They are very fun to watch and great at catching unwanted house flies. You can keep them in 
a tank but you need lots of branches and twigs for them to hold onto to for when they shed their skin. You can 
feed them on small flies from the pet store and crickets when they get bigger. 

 

Do some insects eat other insects? 

Yes, many insects eat other insects. Most predatory insects, such as ladybirds, only eat other insects. These 
insects can be very useful to us because they often eat pests – such as aphids – which damage our crops. I also 
work with predatory beetles called Carabids - they eat many crop pests as well. 

 



I have pet sea monkeys.  Are they insects? (George, age 7) 

They are not insects they are in fact a type of crustacean known as Brine shrimp. Some things that we think are 
insects are actually crustaceans.  For example, woodlice are crustaceans that live on the land. Insects, 
technically, must have 6 legs. 

 

 

Alex Dye 
Do ladybirds get more spots as they get older? 

No, a ladybird’s spots are an indication of its species! If it has seven spots, it’s a seven spot ladybird, and then 
twelve spots, etc. But there’s a species called a Harlequin ladybird which can actually change the number of 
spots it has! 

What is the most common bug we can find in our gardens? 

Things like ants are very common and live in huge nests that can have numbers in the thousands, but there are 
also lots of teeny tiny flies and things which can swarm together, I'm sure you've seen them in little clouds 
buzzing around.  

Some of the most common are things like bluebottle flies which live the whole year around, even during the 
winter 

What is your favourite insect? 

My favourite insect is a bee-fly! They're awesome little pollinating flies which have larvae which are parasites 
of bees and wasps!  

 

What is the weirdest bug you have seen? 

Weirdest bug I've seen recently was a Snakefly, they're skinny little insects with a long thin neck and a funny 
triangle head. It lives in the UK.  They're quite rare, but they are widespread and can be found in most places. 

 

What is the best thing about your job? 

I get a nice variety of things to do in my job, I get to do fieldwork catching and observing insects as well as lab 
work identifying insects and running various experiments - so I never get bored doing one thing for too long 

 

What insects are important? 

Insects are important because they fill an enormous number of different roles within ecosystems - they are 
food for other animals, some pollinate flowers and crops, some predators keep our pest insects under control 
and some keep weeds and other bad plants under control. 

 

What is the scariest insect you have seen? 



I don't really get scared by insects, so this is more of a roundabout! I got to go and do some work in Kenya last 
year and found a beautiful wasp I picked up and played with, but was later informed by the locals that it was a 
paper wasp, which has one of the most painful stings in the entire animal kingdom - so that could have been 
really bad! 

 

Are ladybirds poisonous? Olivia, age 6 

Hi Olivia! Ladybirds are very, very mildly poisonous - they are not able to harm you though. They can secrete a 
sort of orange goo from their bodies, this is only used to stop things from eating them because it tastes nasty 
and can make smaller animals sick! It shouldn't hurt you but don't eat them just in case! 

 

Why did you want to be an entomologist? Grace, age 8 

I used to love all things that were a bit weird when I was growing up, and I always thought insects were these 
strange little creatures that looked a bit like aliens, and the more I found out about them it just made me want 
to look at them more and more and find out about them! After a few years of just playing with them and 
researching them for fun I thought it might be worth trying to get paid to do it! 

 

Why are earwigs called earwigs? Do they go in your ears? (Harry) 

Earwigs DO NOT go in your ears! I think they are called this because of an old urban myth or fable, where 
people told false stories about them laying eggs in people’s ears - but this is absolutely not true, earwigs are 
some of our great insect friends when it comes to stopping nasty pest insects! 

Earwigs are omnivores, so they'll eat pretty much anything. But they love to climb up onto plants, and often 
when they do they will feed on aphids and stem-eating larvae which cause us problems. 

There is quite a bit of research happening now to see whether or not they can be useful as pest controllers. 

 

Do we have deadly insects in the UK and what is the scariest insect you have met? 
(Mia, age 8) 

We do not have deadly insects here, no. The closest we have to anything really harmful are wasps and bees, 
but they can only be really harmful if you are allergic to their sting! 

I've seen some particularly massive stick insects which are called Jungle Nymphs - they're not harmful at all but 
they can grow to be really massive, probably around 25cm or so in length and I find them a bit creepy! 

 

How many types of ladybirds are there? (Vaughan, age 5) 

In the UK we have about 46 different species of ladybirds, all of which have a unique spot pattern or 
colouration - except for the invasive Harlequin ladybird which can change its spots depending on how hot it is. 

 

How high can grasshoppers jump? 

Grasshoppers can probably jump up to about two or so foot into the air, they have very powerful leg muscles!  



 

Why does a black widow have a red bit on it? (Caden, age 6) 

A lot of animals like insects, spiders and various marine animals often have bright markings to try and warn 
predators not to mess with them – it’s a little visual signal to say "if you try and eat me I'll bite you or I'll make 
you very sick" 

Some animals have actually evolved to copy these bright markings, so there are some species of spider which 
are completely harmless but look close enough to these black widow markings that predators think "oh no its 
one of those black widows, I won't eat that". 

 

Why are people scared of spiders? (Jonathan, age 7) 

That's a very good question... I think at the very root of it is a very real fear - there are some species of spider 
that can really hurt us and we have evolved alongside them, so as a result we probably have an inbuilt reaction 
to try and avoid them because we know that they can be bad news - not everybody is as scared though! 

 

Do all bees die after they sting you? (Ceiren, age 6) 

No - not all bees! Honeybees are the only species in the UK that die after stinging - this is because their sting is 
shaped like a little hook and gets caught in our skin. The other end of the sting is attached to their organs, so 
when they try to fly off, it pulls all their insides out! Yuck! But other bees and wasps have straight stingers, so 
can sting multiple times. It's also only the female bees and wasps that can sting at all, the stinger is also used 
to lay eggs 

Why do some insects spread disease? 

A lot of disease and virus spreading insects are called vectors, which basically means they can carry the disease 
inside them in their tummies. For example, in mosquitoes, these diseases like malaria can live within their gut, 
and when they drink someone’s blood, their gut content can flow into the persons vein whilst the blood goes 
into them, which allows some of the disease to go into the body. It just so happens that the gut of these 
insects is the perfect breeding ground for these diseases to thrive until they are 'dropped off' at a suitable 
host. 

What insect lives the longest? 

There are a lot of answers to that question... There are some termite queens that can live for about twenty 
years, and there are species of cicada (the noisy insects) in America which live underground as nymphs feeding 
on tree roots for seventeen years before they emerge as an adult f 


