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It is Time for the Fall Migration

I wish I had a camera.  It was one of those "Kodak moments.”  Elizabeth, my oldest daughter, was lying outside on the ground.  Resting is what she called it.  I called it getting dirty all over.

We had been feeding the birds in the driveway.  Rebecca, my youngest daughter, and I put out some more seed.  Here they came again--a small flock of some brown and black migratory birds.  They made a quick stop from their travels south to eat the seeds.  They worked quickly.  You could even hear the "click, clicking" of their bills as they fed.

Since Elizabeth was laying on the ground nearby, the birds settled close to her without fear.  She raised her head and began to enjoy her front row seat.

I alerted Rebecca to the bird's return.  Earlier they had poured in so quickly and smoothly it looked like the flock was fluid.  It seemed to rain birds.  Now Rebecca wanted to get close like her big sister.  So she had to do it.  She walked up as close as she dared without scaring off the birds.  Then she crawled the rest of the way.  Once she was as close as sister she was content.  They lay on the ground next to each other and listened to and watched the birds until a passing car caused the flock to flee.

As the seasons change, it is fun to relax and watch the changes.  Birds migrate, leaves change color, and summer gives way to fall, which yields to winter.  Cooler temperatures and shorter days send signals to plants and animals to prepare for winter.  Unfortunately sometimes, their plans for winter interfere with our plans.

For example, consider wasps, hornets, and yellow jackets.  They leave their nests in the fall.  Most of the family dies off leaving only fertilized females.  These look for a warm spot to spend the winter.  Sometimes this may be our home.

These insects are called social insects because they live in groups.  They build nests and raise young.  They aggressively defend their homes.  This is why we get stung when we approach their nests.   They are protecting their babies.  They are especially aggressive in the fall.  After the first frost though, when the rest of the colony has died, the fertilized females become less hostile.  The cold makes them sluggish and they will probably not even sting.  If found inside, they should be easy to deal with.  Dr. Beverly Sparks, University of Georgia entomologist, suggests sucking them up with a vacuum or spraying them with an insecticide containing a pyrethroid.  One of the quick knockdown sprays should work well.

Another insect invader is not a real pest, just an annoyance.  Lady bugs are also looking for a winter home. Try not to kill them.  They eat many harmful insects.  Just sweep them up and release them outside.

Not all unwelcome guests are insects.  Some may be other arthropods. Arthropods (meaning "jointed foot") include many hard-shell, multi-legged creepy crawlies besides insects.  One of these is the millipede.

You can tell millipedes are not insects.  They have too many legs.  All true insects have six legs.  Millipedes have four per body segment.  And they have lots of body segments.  They are also called "million legs"--though they don't have that many.  Millipedes are long, worm-like, slow moving and curl up when disturbed. They eat decaying organic matter (leaves, etc.) and will not harm anything.  They are an annoyance though when they get in a house.  Many of them have come inside lately.  It may be due to the rain we have had.  

If you must kill them, spray or dust Sevin in a six-foot wide band around the house, or pull mulch back from the house and treat this area.  The idea is to kill enough of them to lessen the numbers getting inside.

Other pests entering the house can be slowed down by using a perimeter spray around the house.  Like for millipedes, treat a band around the house six foot wide and a few feet up on the house.  Spray  Dursban, Demon, Diazinon or others.  This will help keep out roaches, spiders, and other pests.

Of course the best way to keep pests out is to close the door on them.  Seal cracks with caulking, weatherstrip around doors and windows and fix broken screens.  There is no way to keep pests out of houses with holes in them.

As cool weather arrives enjoy the change of seasons, but don't let pests make your house their winter resort.  For help with these or other fall and winter home and garden chores, call your friends at the University of Georgia Extension Service.  In Houston County we can be reached at 542-2020 or 987-2028.

