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Volunteers Urged 
to Spot Spittle on 
Their Plants

It may look unimportant but if you see 
something that looks like spit on your 
garden plants, botanists say you need to let 
them know. 

It could be the sign of a deadly disease called 
‘Xyella fastidiosa’ that has affected plants across 
Europe. The disease is caused by bacteria from 
the spittlebug. As it travels from plant to plant, 
it leaves bacteria. This bacteria stops water from 
travelling from the roots to the leaves, effectively 
killing the plant. 

If the disease is spotted, then all plants 
in a 100m radius of the infection need to be 
destroyed. 

There are ten different species of spittlebug 
in the UK, with the meadow spittlebug being 
the most common. The sap-sucking insect is a 
regular springtime visitor to British gardens and 
is also known as the froghopper. The nymphs 
(young insects) leave blobs of spittle on plants. 

The problem is that the spittlebug doesn’t 
just feed on one plant. In fact, it feeds on 563 
different plants. These range from herbs, such as 
lavender and rosemary, to trees, such as oak and 
sycamore. 

While the disease has not reached the UK, it 
has had a big impact in Europe. In Italy, the 
disease has killed olive trees. 

This is why groups, such as the Royal 
Horticultural Society, want people to take action. 

They want volunteers to let them know if they 
have seen the spit-like evidence of the bug. 

They will want to use this information to 
produce a map so they can predict where the 
disease will occur. Importantly, scientists do 
not want people to kill the bug. They just want 
to know where it’s living in the UK so they are 
prepared if the disease reaches the UK. 

The frothy spittle is often confusingly called 
“cuckoo spit”. It has nothing do with the bird. 
It’s more to do with the fact that the nymphs 
and the call of the cuckoo are first noticed 
during the spring.     

Illustration: Spittlebug nymphs leave foam. 

Glossary

botanists Scientists who study plants. 

disease A disorder that stops part of an 
animal or plant from functioning.

radius The straight line from the centre of 
a circle to its edge. 

sap Fluid found in plants that’s 
made of water, dissolved sugars 
and minerals
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Why do we need to look out for something that looks 
like spit on plants?

• Plant scientists say they want to track the 
movements of the spittlebug. 

• The insect spreads a disease called Xyella fastidiosa 
that kills many plants. 
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Questions
1. How does ‘Xyella fastidiosa’ kill a plant? 

 

 

2. Plant scientists are determined to tackle this problem. Find a piece of evidence that 
shows this.  
 

 

3. Why do you think the disease is so difficult for scientists to control? Explain your answer.  
 

 

4. Why do you think plants within a 100m radius have to be destroyed? Explain your answer. 
 

 

 

5. Do you think the plant scientists will prevent the disease from spreading? Explain 
your answer.  
 

 

6. ‘Volunteers Urged to Spot Spittle on Their Plants.’ In the sentence, which word is closest in 
meaning to ‘urged’. 

  persuaded
  tempted
  considered 
  wondered

7. Tick the headline that best summarises the story. 

  Plant Scientists Preparing for Disease
  Plant Disease Strikes Britain!
  Exterminate the Spittlebug! 
  Scientists Say They Don’t Know What to Do! 
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Answers
1. How does ‘Xyella fastidiosa’ kill a plant? 

‘Xyella fastidiosa’ stops water from travelling from the roots to the leaves, effectively 
killing the plant. 

2. Plant scientists are determined to tackle this problem. Find a piece of evidence that 
shows this.  
Accept any appropriate piece of evidence that refers to the story, e.g. Plant scientists 
want to produce a map to show where spittlebugs live so they are prepared if the 
disease reaches Britain. 

3. Why do you think the disease is so difficult for scientists to control? Explain your answer. 
Accept any appropriate answer which refers to the story, e.g. The spittlebug feeds on 
563 different plants so they cannot focus on a particular plant.  

4. Why do you think plants within a 100m radius have to be destroyed? Explain your answer. 
Accept any answer which refers to the story, e.g. The spittlebug travels from plant to 
plant so it could have infected other plants with the disease so that’s why they are 
destroying other plants. 

5. Do you think the plant scientists will prevent the disease from spreading? Explain 
your answer.  
Accept any answer which refers to the story, e.g. I think they will be successful because 
they are prepared and have started to study where the spittlebug lives. 

6. ‘Volunteers Urged to Spot Spittle on Their Plants.’ In the sentence, which word is closest in 
meaning to ‘urged’. 

  persuaded
  tempted
  considered 
  wondered

7. Tick the headline that best summarises the story. 

  Plant Scientists Preparing for Disease
  Plant Disease Strikes Britain!
  Exterminate the Spittlebug! 
  Scientists Say They Don’t Know What to Do! 
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