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The Chinese calendar features a different animal every year.  There is a year of the cat, dog, boar, rat, etc.  This is the year of the ox.  If Houston County had such a calendar, this would be the year of the bug.

Insects are every where this year, in our yards, gardens, cars, and even in our homes.  There are round ones, flat ones, fat ones, and long skinny ones.  They hop, flop, crawl, flap, and fly through our living space.  Our reaction to them often depends on how we encounter them.  A cricket chirruping next to the pool in the evening is much more enjoyable than one that holds a concert under my bed at 2 a.m.

Only about three percent of bugs are harmful to plants.  However, this does not reassure those of us that look suspiciously at anything with more than two legs.  If my plant has holes in the leaves, I want to know, “Who done it?”

If we had to pick one insect to honor this year, I would have to call this, “The Year of the Ant.”  These tireless builders are the epitome of industry and teamwork.  They work together to build a home, collect food, raise young, and protect their family.  They even share their food they find and lead other ants to it.  Their cooperative efforts makes them admirable but hard to control.  Science has discovered ways to use this behavior to undo them.

Since they feed one another, we can put poison on ant food and spread it over the yard.  Chemicals formulated this way are called baits.  Ants take baits back to the mound, eat it and feed it to other ants.  Eventually the poison gets to the queen.  Once she dies, the mound is doomed.

Chemicals in baits work slowly.  They must since if they kill ants quickly the poison will not be spread through the mound.  Spread baits over your yard twice a year and you will kill about 90% of the fire ants plus other large ants.  Baits work poorly on small ants since they cannot eat them.  Baits to try include Amdro, Award, Ascend, Affirm, Logic, and others.

For faster kill or nests that escape the baits, drench mounds with one to two gallons of a chemical solution containing Orthene, Malathion, or Diazinon.  Orthene powder can also be spread over the mound.  You can also spray Dursban or other chemicals in a six foot wide band around the house to help keep ants out.

Other stinging insects take to the air to pester us.  We have had many calls at the Houston County Extension office about yellow jackets, hornets, bumble bees, and wasps.  All these should be handled with care.  Wait until evening or night fall to control them.  Mix up one to two gallons of liquid Sevin in a five gallon bucket.  Have a place prepared to run to where you will be safe.  This could be an open house door, a car parked nearby or other place of refuge.  Throw the liquid on the nest and run.  In case of hornets, soak the entrance to the nest.  Come back in one or two days to see if you need to do it again.

One group of pests is now attacking a southern favorite.  Crape myrtles can be attacked by aphids or perhaps white flies or mealy bugs.  Affected plants will have black sooty mold growing on the leaves.  This mold grows on the droppings of the insect.  To control the mold, control the bug.

Orthene, Isotox, or Cygon will work well.  One or two sprays two weeks apart should be kill most of them.  For organic enthusiasts, use several sprays of insecticidal soap.

Most bugs are harmless.  For the annoying ones, identify the pest and take corrective action.  For help, call the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028.

