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In 30 years of farming the Imperial Valley, Ben C. Abatti and his brother Tony have fought every kind of natural and economic foe, but nothing like the poinsettia sweet potato whitefly. 

Mr. Abatti has just finished plowing under his entire melon crop, turned into pitiful shriveled and rotted fruits by the tiny but voracious creature. And, farm experts say, the misfortune of farmers like Mr. Abatti will soon translate into shortages and higher prices in markets as far away as New York in the Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays. 

Already, farmers have plowed under about 95 percent of the fall crop of cantaloupes and honeydew melons in Southern California and adjoining areas of western Arizona and northern Mexico. The region supplies the vast bulk of produce to the nation in the winter months. Fear for Other Crops 

Fears are mounting that the winter crop of lettuce, broccoli and other vegetables will also be devastated. The plants are stunted and farmers plan to delay the harvest, which usually begins in early December. 

"This is the first time we've seen a pest that will eat just about anything," said Richard C. Weddle, an entomologist with the Imperial County Agricultural Commission. "This is a first-rate natural disaster." 

The culprit is a potent new strain of the sweet potato whitefly, an old foe of farmers. The new strain has been dubbed the poinsettia because it first appeared on poinsettia plants in Florida in 1986. It lays about twice as many eggs as earlier strains and eats five times as much, said Thomas M. Perring, professor of entomology at the University of California at Riverside. 

The fly seems almost omnivorous, finding hosts in about 500 plants, not only melons but also cotton, alfalfa, squash, carrots, tomatoes, even ornamental plants and weeds. Asparagus and onions are among the few crops it seems to avoid. Shortage of Melons 

The pest colonizes the undersides of leaves and sucks out their juices. It has thus far proved resistant to all chemical pesticides. Experts are furiously searching for natural predators, but for now have been reduced to trying to halt the fly's spread by having farmers quickly plow their infested fields and sow the few crops it does not attack to interrupt the creature's life cycle. 

The most immediate effect on consumers will be a shortage of melons. The wholesale price of a carton of cantaloupes in the Imperial Valley has risen from about $6 to about $20, said Arthur M. Verissimo, chief of the market news branch at the California Department of Food and Agriculture. A carton contains 12 to 18 cantaloupes. 

This has already more than doubled retail supermarket prices in parts of the country. The outlook for the winter vegetables is unclear, Mr. Verissimo said, but prices of lettuce and broccoli are expected to soar, too. 

But Keith Mayberry, a farm adviser at the University of California Cooperative Extension in Holtville, said the advent of cold weather could bring at least some improvement because the insects are sensitive to cold. Thus, he said, later plantings are apt to survive better, meaning steep shortages for Christmas but improved supplies and lower prices in February and March. 

If the fly means inconvenience for consumers nationally, it has meant extreme hardship in the Imperial Valley, a wide fertile plain that straddles the Mexican border. Imperial County's 120,000 residents depend mainly on agriculture. 

Already, officials tally $85 million in lost revenues from melons alone, not counting business lost to suppliers of cartons, glue and seeds, and to truckers and local retailers. More than 2,500 pickers and packers are out of work; unemployment stands at 20 percent. 

"We're working fast and furiously to find a short-term solution," said Stephen Birdsall, the County Agricultural Commissioner. "We have to find something that works or we will be wiped out as an agricultural area." 

Clouds of flies have been so thick this fall that it has sometimes been difficult to breathe. The damage is stunning. 

At Mr. Abatti's farm, small misshapen fruits lay rotting on the surface. Mr. Abatti showed two visitors a leaf of one of the fallen vines. It was covered with thousands of eggs and nymphs. Tried Every Approved Pesticide 

"At this time we'd be at peak production," he said, adding that he expects to lose about $1.8 million in receipts. "We've been through a lot of battles -- lupers, aphids, crickets, beetles -- but this is one we're not used to." 

He tried every approved pesticide, as well as soap, chili pepper and garlic, but nothing worked. He has begun to worry about his vegetable crops now, too. The broccoli, for example, should stand about 18 inches by now but are only 6 to 8 inches, he said. 

Imperial and neighboring Riverside Counties have asked Gov. Pete Wilson to declare a state of emergency. He is expected to visit the area next week. 

The troubles are only beginning. Already, said Gabriel V. Leyvas, supervisor of cantaloupes for Five Crowns Marketing in Brawley, many farmers are planning to cancel the fall melon crop next year because of the risk. 

Experts believe the fly originated in the Middle East, possibly Pakistan, found its way to Florida and ultimately to California. They say it has spread with impunity because it was imported without its natural enemies. 

The fly has been detected in small numbers in this area since the summer of 1989, but the number exploded this fall for unknown reasons. The insect spreads easily by wind. 

The main question now is whether the infestation can be slowed. The immediate priority of state agricultural officials is to use the coming cold months to interfere with its natural life cycle. 

The University of California Cooperative Extension recommends that fields that can be harvested be plowed under within hours of harvest, that cotton be terminated by next July, next fall's melon planting be canceled and other crops delayed. The idea is to deprive the pest of food for the crucial summer months. 

But the ultimate solution is finding biological foes of the whitefly, said Tom Bellows, of the University of California at Riverside and a leading specialist in natural means of fighting pests. "U.C. researchers are evaluating the possibility of developing a program to import and test natural enemies against the sweet potato whitefly," he said in a news release from the university. 

The fly is vulnerable to certain small wasps. But getting them established in sufficient numbers in time is a daunting task. 

"It's almost a plague," said Joseph Colace, owner of Five Crowns Marketing. "We have no means to control them now or to stop them in the near future." 
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