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INSECT NOTES 

TERMITE AND TICK SEASON 

The two most commonly reported household and outdoor pests in the spring are 
termites and ticks. Both these animals (ticks are not insects, but close relatives) are 
active in the spring season, and both can cause considerable alarm and concern when they 
are encountered in the house. Let's review some of the important aspects of their biology 
and control. 

Termites. After a long and rather inactive 
winter the winged, reproductive termites in a mature 
colony are anxious to leave--and the workers in the 
colony are just as anxious for them to leave! So, on 
warm and calm days, usually following a brief rain, 
winged termites leave the nest to form mating "swarms" 
on the ground or in the air. Male and female termites 
find each other in these swarms, mate, and the mated 
pair found new nests. Homeowners are often unaware 
that there is a termite colony in their house until 
they see great numbers of winged "antlike" insects in 
(or outside) the house, or they may find just a 
collection of cast-off wings in a corner or at a 
window. 

Mature termite colonies can have more than 
100,000 individuals--usually divided into a caste 
system of workers, soldiers, potential reproductives, 
and the queen. A colony may take 5 or more years to 
reach maturity (containing at least 
65,000 individuals), and at that time it will produce winged reproductives every year. 
Although the winged termites swarm in the spring, they are actually present in the colony 
as early as December or January. The "swarms" occur in the spring, but they can extend 
into summer. There is one species of subterranean termite that swarms in late summer. 

Control for termites is not aimed at the swarms of adults. Most of these 
individuals will die and not form a new colony. Control must be aimed at the termite 
colony that is in the soil around or under the house. Professional pest control operators 
can use one of about 6 chemicals (especially prepared termiticides) to eliminate and 
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protect a house from termites. (These chemicals were reviewed in the Feb. 88 Notes, #173) 
The selection of a professional pest control operator should be done carefully--the cost 
of termite control has increased significantly, and a homeowner will want to select the 
best company for the job. To assure that the company is aware of the most recent changes 
in application, chemical regulations, and the new chemicals available, select a company 
that is a member of the Virginia Pest Control Association or the National Pest Control 
Association. 

Ticks. There are several species of ticks that can be associated (=feeding on!) 
with people in Virginia. At least two species of tick can transmit Rocky Mountain Spotted 
Fever (RMSF) to people, and there is a possibility of Lyme disease is spread by ticks in 
the eastern portion of the state. 

Some research data indicates that tick populations are usually higher in the 
spring following a mild winter. As Virginia had a mild 1987-88 winter, perhaps tick 
populations will be slightly higher this year (no way to be certain of this!). A review 
of the biology and habits of the common species of ticks may help prevent homeowners 
concern and cases of RMSF. 

The American Dog Tick is 
probably the most common-species of tick 
found in the Virginia. This tick can be 
distinguished by the presence of 
irregular white markings on the back and 
head region. In the spring American do 
ticks often attach to cats and dogs, and 
then these pets bring the ticks indoors. 
People and pets that spend time outdoors 
in grassy or wooded areas should be 
carefully inspected for ticks when 
returning to the house. This species of 
tick can transmit RMSF. 

The Lone Star Tick is also 
commmon in Virginia, especially in the 
southern counties. This tick is easily 
distinguished by the presence of a 
single white "dot" (=star) in the center 
of the female tick's back, and by white 
marks at the tail end of the male. This 
species will also attach to dogs and 
cats, and this species also transmits 
RMSF. 

FEMALE LONE STAR TICK 

RMSF is only present in about 2% of the tick populations in the state, so there is 
no need for alarm--just caution! When a tick is found on a pet or a person, it should be 
removed immediately. The best removal method is to grasp the tick with the fingers or a 
pair of tweezers and pull it gently and firmly out!/off! If a rash or fever develops in a 
day or two, report the encounter with the tick to a physician. 



GIANT MOSQUITOES 

There are some insects that are commonly attracted to outdoor lights in the 
spring--and crane flies are one of them. These flies with long legs and slender wings 
often come to outdoor and indoor lights at night. They are big and clumsy, and 
may look like "giant mosquitoes"--but they are 
not. Crane flies do not bite, so there is nothing 
to fear. An aerosol will control them, but 
usually a good fly swatter or turning out the 
light will solve the problem. 

MOSQUITO CONTROL -- NOW! 
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If it ever rains again in Virginia (we are more than 5 inches of rain short this 
year!), those areas that frequently fill with water will probably breed mosquitoes in the 
spring and early summer. Once the water is deep and the mosquitoes are flying and 
feeding, it is difficult situation to eliminate or control. Think about clearing or 
creating drainage ditches to prevent water from collecting in low areas. Areas that 
regularly have mosquito breeding can be treated with a variety of new insecticides that 
will kill mosquitoes and not harm other animals or fish. 

SLUGS 

They're not insects!, insecticides will not control them, but no one else seems to 
want to discuss them--so we get all the calls on slugs! The calls usually request control 
recommendations, or comments on whether beer or lime or ground-up egg shells will control 
them. 

Slug control is very much a matter of timing. At this time there is not a lot of 
fresh, green material for slugs to feed on--so they are a bit hungry after a long winter. 
Later when things green up, slugs will have a great variety of things to choose from. 
Most slug control chemicals are associated with 
a bait; they are usually pellets that are 
scattered about the garden. These materials are 
best used when there is not a lot of food 
competition--green plants. Slug control performed 
in the early spring--when there seems to be no 
slugs around--is the most effective! Do it now! 



GNATS, GNATS, AND MIDGES 

During the warm, sunny days of spring gnats and midges will swarm in shafts of 
light or over light patches in lawns. At times there can be great numbers of these 
delicate flies hovering together in a large swarm. The swarms may last for a few minutes 
or more than an hour. These swarms serve as locations for males and females to gather and 
mate, in most cases the mass of flies are primarily females. Males enter the swarm, 
locate a female, and leave to mate (great stuff, huh!). Well, let's get back to 
entomology. Homeowners frequently interpret these swarms as: termites, mosquitoes--or 
just a plain nuisance! Control recommendations are usually requested. 

The flies that produce these swarms live 
as immatures in ponds, lakes, or streams. 
Controlling the adults is difficult--there is 
certainly no sense in trying to spray the swarms. 
Controlling the immatures is just as 
difficult--water is difficult to treat with 
insecticides, and may not be desirable, as these 
insects are the food for many species of fish! 

William H Robinson 
Extension Entomologist 
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