WASP and BEE info From COVENTRY PEST CONTROL !

We get a LOT of calls for “bees” every season.  However, most of the time it is not bees but wasps which are the problem.    True bees are generally limited to Honeybees, Bumble Bees and Carpenter Bees.  

Honeybees, unless they are nesting in your walls or ceilings, are not only harmless but beneficial and should be left alone.  If they are someplace where they are interfering with your activities and you can’t live around them, you should call an Apirist, a professional beekeeper.  There are several listed online in our area.  They will come and remove the colony, queen and all, sometimes for a fee and sometimes for free, depending upon if they have a present need for new colonies.   I do not like to get involved in killing bees.  It’s a Karma thing. 
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	The Honeybee 

SIZE: Workers: 2/5 to 3/5 inches (5-15mm) 
COLOR: Covered with golden brown and black hair
DESCRIPTION: The honey bee is covered with short, dense hair, usually golden-brown and black, and its abdomen is striped. There are three castes of honey bees in the colony: workers (2/5 to 3/5 inch long), drones (3/4 to 5/8 inch long), and the queen (3/5 to ¾ inch long). 




Bumble Bees are those big hunkering monsters you see hanging around all your flowers.  They will quite often, literally, “bumble” into you if you get in their way.  You would be hard pressed to cause them to sting you and they also should be left alone as they do far more good than harm and they are kind of a picturesque summertime visitor. 
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	The Bumble Bee 
SIZE: 3/4 to 1 1/2 inches (19.1-38mm)
COLOR: Generally black and yellow
DESCRIPTION: Bumble bees are large, hairy bees that collect and carry pollen on their hind legs to bring it back to the hive.
 






SCROLL DOWN… There’s mrore !



Carpenter Bees are the only real “bee” problem we face here in Rhode Island.  They look like Bumble Bees except their back end, viewed from above is shiny, not fuzzy.  They tunnel into the softer woods of your home, fence or deck and lay eggs which, once hatched, repeat the cycle.  Since they are kind of like Salmon, in terms of wanting to return to the same place they were born to lay the next generation, Carpenter Bees can be a growing and annoying problem.  
Identify Carpenter Bees by looking for nearly perfectly round, slightly less than half inch holes drilled into the undersides or sheltered rear sides of trim boards and similar areas.  Beneath each hole is often a trail of fecal drippings running down the wall.  The insects themselves are defensive, often flying right in front of your face and hovering.  Zipping side to side and other seemingly aggressive maneuvers, however it is all fuss and bluster… these are males and males lack the body parts to sting you with.  The stinger is also the “ovipositor” meaning the gizmo for laying eggs.  Easiest way to know them from Bumblers… the glossy butts.  Remember: Shiny Hiney = BAD Fuzzy Buzzy = GOOD. 
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	The Carpenter Bee
SIZE: Up to 1 1/2 inches (38mm) 
COLOR: Dark-colored
DESCRIPTION: Carpenter bees are large bees, resembling bumble bees. They are heavy-bodied and metallic blue-black with green or purplish highlights. The bodies are covered with bright yellow or orange hairs. 





Which brings us to wasps…

There are far too many types of wasps to get into here but suffice to say that the only ones you are likely to have any major problems with are Bald Faced (or White Faced) Hornets and Yellow Jackets.  The rest are pretty docile, build small colonies and generally don’t bother you unless you really get aggressive with them.   For our purposes they are referred to here as BFH and YJ. 

BFH (No, that is NOT what it stands for!) are the ones you see building those massive grey paper nests that look like papier mache basketballs with a big hole in the bottom.  You can usually tell them from Yellow Jacket nests by the sentries standing near the entrance.  BFH are big critters and are very obvious hanging out in the smoker’s lounge by the front door.  (See the photo below.) Hopefully you see them before they see you… because they WILL see you!   I have never been stung by a BFH but they tell me it is like being hit by a ball peen hammer and a branding iron at the same time.  Ouch. 

BALD FACED HORNET NEST    [image: BFH 3]    NOT GOOD. 
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	The Bald Faced Hornet
SIZE: Up to 1” (23mm) 
COLOR: black & white
DESCRIPTION: Also called White Faced Hornets for obvious reasons. Noted for their willingness to sting and easily identified by their highly visible white tail and facial features.  Up close you can see that their face is actually “bald” hence the name. 




YJs build similar nests but they are usually more oval or inverted-tear-drop shaped.   YJs will also nest inside walls, attics, dormers, hollow trees and even under attic insulation.  In my experience, YJs are the most miserable and dangerous.  This is because in nearly thirty years in this business I have been stung a total of six times, exclusively by YJs.    YJ stings feel sort of like someone put a match out on your skin.  You usually are already stung before you know what happened.  
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	The Yellow Jacket 

SIIZE: 5/8 to 1 inch (14-25.4mm) 
COLOR: Black and yellow or black and white
DESCRIPTION: Yellowjackets are wasps with a definite waist. They fold their wings lengthwise when at rest. Like all wasps, yellow jackets prey on a wide variety of insects and other arthropods. Yellow jackets are unusual in that workers also forage on foods consumed by people, especially sweets and meats.



OH, WE’RE NOT DONE…. READ ON BELOW !




Avoiding stings.
As I said, I have only been stung a half dozen times in three decades.    Never while working on the nests either.  Once was when I dragged a power spray hose over a bush where they were nesting.  That ticked ‘em off.   The rest were during leisure activities when I just wasn’t paying attention.  There’s a lesson in there somewhere.  But although I have never had a “retaliation” sting, I do not own and have never used a “bee suit”.  In fact in the summer, which is high bee season, I generally wear shorts and a tee shirt.

So what are my secrets for avoiding stings?   It’s all in the approach.  Once you know where the nest is you can observe what are called “flyways”.  These are exactly the same for YJs as the approach pattern is for airplanes around the airport.  It’s not as haphazard as it looks.  They approach and depart along specific routes.  If you sit for five minutes and watch the activity you will see where these are.  Once you have done so you can walk right up to a nest BETWEEN these paths and just stand there, and they will zip within inches of your ears and never even stop to investigate you.  Caution: once you breach their level of tolerance for your presence they will begin to buzz you.  You then have about five seconds to bow out gracefully before you get the first warning sting.  And a couple more seconds after that you’ll be doing a Yogie Bear run for your swimming pool. 
      
So what I do is move in and investigate.  Determine where that tolerance boundary is by returning two or three times over a few minutes.  Then I reach in and hose the nest with the instant knock down materials that we use, nailing the sentries first.  It’s not necessary to get it into the nest, just soak the paper. You get five or six seconds, which is enough time to empty one of those cans, before the colony will “cloud”, or bunch up around the nest to reconnoiter.  That five second mark is again a really good time to scram.  I let the nest stay there so that returning cast members can do their final act resting on the ol’ homestead.  They have to come home at night.  There is no biological choice for them.  The nest is now a poison soaked death trap.  After a couple of days there will be no more activity.  The nest can be removed but there is no point as it will deteriorate in the weather. 

The same approach is loosely applied to BFH except that they are a LOT more hostile and likely to sting you just for being too close.  You are better off to pop a BFH nest from ten or fifteen feet away.

One fun system I have used is to treat with, of all things, that expanding foam stuff you get at Home Depot.  I put it on an aerosol extension pole which is just a device to allow you to dispense a can on the end of a stick.  I poke the dispenser tip through the middle of the nest and give it a good squirt.  In a few seconds gooey wasps are falling out the bottom of the colony and then it becomes one big, sticky wasp tomb.  Disgusting, sure… but way cool!   (Of course I did this on my own property, not in a paid professional capacity and would NEVER recommend trying this at home.) 




ONE MORE PAGE…. C’MON, YOU CAN DO IT !  (You KNOW you’re curious…)



A little biology…
The two most common questions I get about wasps are,  1.) Will a nest be re-used next year and 2.) Why people get wasps emerging in their homes in early spring.  In New England, with rare exceptions, wasp colonies die off in the late fall so the colony that you see in the spring is not the same group that may have been around the previous year and the same species will not re-occupy the same nest.  However, there are some species that will occupy nests left behind by other species.   

A new colony begins with a queen who is pregnant, or “gravid,” from the previous season and has spent her winter in some sheltered location, possibly under the insulation in your attic.  In spring these gravid pre-queens emerge and begin looking for a good place to set up housekeeping.  They are slow and lethargic after a long cold winter and sometimes they follow the heat of bathroom and dryer vents, light fixtures or leaky windows and wind up inside your living space.  When they do, they are very easy to smack and kill.  

Those that are lucky enough to find their way outside and avoid being eaten by birds try to create new colonies.  They begin by erecting a ‘brood comb.”  These are the very small, open faced nests often visible under eaves and such at this time of year.  Once constructed, mama wasp lays her first bunch of eggs and tends those young.  These first few workers will get the ball rolling to prepare for their siblings yet to come.  They may expand upon the brood comb and work it up to a full blown nest or they may start the big nest elsewhere and abandon the brood comb altogether, resulting in all those empty, half dollar sized “nests” you may see around your house. 

Over the summer the queen will continue to lay eggs and each new brood of all sterile females will be tended and raised by their sterile sisters until late in the season.  Then, as fall rolls around, the urge to continue the species takes over.  Just like humans, wasp gender is not determined until late in the life of the embryo.   Fed a certain diet, some of these wasp larvae can be caused to become males and reproduction-capable females.  This change in dietary needs accounts for why your Labor Day cookout may be marred by wasps aggressively attacking your hamburgers and sodas… It’s all about the proteins and carbs.  Once reproductives are produced there will be a mating flight… think singles bar for bugs only in the air  and no cover charge… and suddenly you have dozens of pregnant females.  The romances wear off quickly and many males are eaten right after their one and only nookie session, giving their lives as noble sacrifices to the dietary needs of their mates and future offspring.  These newly gravid pre-queens then seek a nice warm place to over-winter and begin the whole business over again the following spring.  Ahhh, the circle of life.    
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