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Get Even with Chiggers

It was a beautiful summer day so Grandpa took his grandson down to the lake to

fish. They caught a few fish but mainly they enjoyed sitting on the bank in the shade and

talking to each other. Meanwhile, on the other side of the county a mother and her

daughters were busy picking blackberries. They somehow managed to pick more than

they ate and giggled a lot in the process. What do these two stories have in common?

Well, when they got home all of these folks discovered they had chiggers. The fond

memories were soon eclipsed by scratching chigger bites. A number of chigger sufferers

have asked recently that I write about how to control these tiny agents of misery.

No matter whether you call them “Chiggers”, “Jiggers” or “Redbugs” these tiny

mites have been responsible for the itching and scratching of countless people who enjoy

outdoor activities. It is the larval stage of this pest creates all the misery. The reddish

chigger larvae are only about 1/120 of an inch long. Chigger nymphs and adults do not

attack man. Under favorable conditions, chiggers can complete their life cycle in as little

as 40 days. That means multiple generations can be raised before temperatures fall below

60 degrees and halt their activity.

Chiggers are usually encountered in outdoor areas where tall grass and weeds

have developed. The larvae wait on grass, leaves, and shrubs until a host passes by.

Somehow they manage to climb aboard wild animals, domestic animals and of course,

people. They immediately seek out feeding areas on their host. On people, they look for

parts of the body where the clothing fits tightly or the skin is thin or creased. Preferred

locations include the belt line, under arm pits, behind the knees and in the groin area.

Contrary to popular belief, chiggers don’t burrow into the skin. Nor do they suck

blood. Instead, Chiggers pierce the skin and inject a powerful saliva that digests the

surrounding tissue. The little varmints then suck out this liquefied skin cell mixture. The

feeding process causes a red welt to develop on the skin that itches intensely. Feeding

may continue up to four days before the larva drops away from the host to complete its

development. Scratching the itching welts frequently leads to secondary infections that

make the situation worse.

Prevention is an important part of chigger control. Mow briars, weeds, and other

thick vegetation. This helps to eliminate shade and moisture and will reduce the number

of chiggers. You can also protect yourself by using a good insect repellent such as DEET,

Muskol etc. Common dusting sulfur is messy but is also effective. Of course, be sure to

follow the label directions when using any repellent product.

If you have a chigger hot spot on your property you can treat the area with

insecticides. Products that contain Cyfluthrin, Bifenthrin, Carbaryl, or Permethrin are all

effective against chiggers. Granular lawn insecticide products will also help control them.

If you have been in an area that is infested with chiggers then launder your clothes

in hot water. Take a hot bath to remove any chiggers before they get a chance to start

feeding. You can apply ointments that contain benzocaine, hydracortisone, calamine

lotion, After Bite, or other products as recommended by your doctor or pharmacist to

reduce the itching.

Don’t let these tiny tormentors ruin an otherwise idyllic day in the great outdoors.

Mow and trim vegetation, use repellents, and treat infested areas with insecticides to get

some relief. Make a chigger miserable for a change!

