 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Week of April 11, 2001

The Insects Are Swarming!

Willie Chance

Insects raise a lot of emotions in people. Many people (especially kids) love them. Others despise them. The best attitude is to try to live with them. You might as well - you are outnumbered.  Man has named and described from 625,000 to over a million kinds - but there are probably many more. 

Not all these types live around here, though it may seem like it. An average state may have 10,000 to 15,000 different kinds.  Fortunately, not all are harmful. Only about 3% attack plants. Many insects are helpful or harmless.

This is not much comfort when insects infest your yard. Insects can cause special concern when they “swarm.” Social insects like ants, bees and termites reproduce or split colonies by flying out in large numbers.  This is called swarming. Swarms split from or leave a colony to start their own. When we see a swarm what should we do?

Let’s start with termites. A swarm does indicate a colony is nearby, but do not panic. Take time to make deliberate decisions. Termite damage does not suddenly become a catastrophe. You have time to weigh options.  Here is some advice from UGA Entomologist, Brian Forschler.

We do not recommend that home owners treat their own homes. Pesticides can be toxic and the process is involved.  Contact several reputable pest control companies. Call us for a list of questions to ask them. Compare contracts and warranties. All details need to be in writing. Try to lock in a renewal rate for following years.

Pest control companies have several tools they use to control termites - wood treatments, soil treatments, baits and moisture control. The best control will probably include all four as options. There are no “silver bullets” in termite control.

Many companies are using baits now. They are easier to install, less intrusive into our homes and are promoted as being environmentally friendly. The U.S. Environmental Protection Division has ruled these baits safe. They have not yet ruled on how effective they are. By the end of the year they hope to develop a standard to evaluate new termite control options. For now the best termite control involves a reputable company, backed by a good warranty and reputation using all available options.

Bee swarms can be disconcerting. A mass of crawling bees, hanging and dripping from a branch, makes people think “Killer Bees!” Of course, we have no killer bees here. At least, not yet! Call for a brochure.

Real honeybees are amber brown with faint streaks around their abdomen. Fuzzy black bees may be carpenter bees or bumble bees. Try not to kill honey bees - they pollinate plants and make honey.

We have a list of bee keepers you can call. They will often come and get the swarms. Once bees are inside the house, it can take a lot more effort to remove them.  Work quickly.

Fire ants also swarm. Do not fear them, jut use normal control tactics. These new colonies they form will not be visible for about six months. Spread baits over the lawn when ants are feeding. Select baits containing sulfuramid, hydramethylon or fipronil. Avoid baits containing propoxur. They only repel ants. They do not kill them.  The best baits for spring will include a high protein source to attract fire ants.  Use sugar containing baits in the fall.

The baits will kill about 90% of the fire ants. Afterwards, treat remaining mounds by drenching them with one to two gallons of insecticide mixture. These can contain Malathion, liquid Sevin, or Orthene. You can also use Orthene powder.

Don’t let swarming insects disturb you. Contact the Houston County Extension Service for details on how to manage them. You can e-mail us at wchance@uga.edu or find our number listed as the Cooperative Extension Service under Houston County Government.

