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Did you know that insects wear perfume?  Yes they do, and not just ladybugs either.  Many of our six-legged neighbors have their own special aroma.  They can even change it as the need arises.

Now don't expect to see Chanel for ladybugs or Chantilly Caterpillar in the mall.  Bugs do not buy their fragrances.  They make them.  These odors do not go by names like perfume, cologne, musk or even toilet water.  Bug scents are called pheromones.

Pheromones are chemicals insects produce to affect the behavior of other insects.  They are released in such small quantities that we cannot even smell them.  However, other bugs can.  These chemicals help insects find each other, defend themselves or help with other social functions.

Scientists have studied pheromones for years.  They have even synthesized some of them.  This allows us to change the behavior of the insect to our liking.

There are different types of pheromones.  Some attract members of the opposite sex while others attract similar insects of both sexes.   There also are pheromones that make insects more aggressive or cause them to bite.  These  can be very useful.

Some ants have three pheromones.  When they find an enemy, they release these.  The first attracts other ants.  The second causes them to be more aggressive while the last one says "Bite!"  This is one reason why ants are so effective in repelling invaders.

We can use insect pheromones to control insect behavior.  We use attracting pheromones to scout for insects.  We can determine if insects are in an area and how many are there by using these pheromones.  We can also put pheromones into insecticides to attract the insects and to kill them.  This allows us to use fewer chemicals and to make better use of what we do use.

Are these technologies ready for the home gardener?  Not yet.  There are pheromone traps for attracting and capturing certain garden pests, but they attract more insects than they trap so they can actually do more harm than good. For now we will have to use insect pheromones for farmers only.  However, research at the University of Georgia and other colleges help us to use natural pest control to produce cheaper and safer food.  We can see the benefits in the fact that the United States has the cheapest and safest food supply in the world.

For more information on insect control or other garden questions, call the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028.

