Stealthy Stinkers
by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA – We have been invaded.  They are everywhere.  Life as we know it has become a continuous battle:  us vs. them!!  
I am talking about Halymorpha halys, a.k.a., the Brown Marmorated Stink Bug.  Like most other items in America today, it came to us from China.  The exact date of its entry into the U.S. is not known for certain, but it is a relatively recent import.  The first known infestation here in the mid-Atlantic region was in the Allentown, Pennsylvania region in the mid-1900’s.  Since then they have spread rapidly, reaching neighboring New Jersey in 2000, Maryland in 2004, and Virginia and West Virginia in 2008.  We saw our first batch here in northern Virginia last fall.  Reportedly, nearly half of the states have now seen infestations.
This form of stink bug (there are many varieties of this creature) looks menacing.  It has a shield on its back reminiscent of a Roman warrior.  The adult is about the size of a dime.  It flies, but not particularly well.  Its flight path is usually short with something of a crash landing at the end.  I have never seen juveniles, but apparently the species comes from masses of eggs and then proceed through five immature stages as the bugs grow to the adult size.  They have scent glands located on their underbodies and, when crushed, emit a noxious odor – hence the name.   I have squashed hundreds with tissues or paper towels and must confess that I have not observed the odor.  Others say the smell is terrible, and remains in your vacuum cleaner if you use it to scoop up the bugs.
What I have observed is an invasion.  In the past week our screened in porch was suddenly covered with these pests.  They were everywhere.   During the evening they invaded our kitchen and family room, probably coming from the porch.  They are attracted to light, so all of our light fixtures were covered by these very ugly creatures.  

The stink bug does not bite, and is relatively easy to catch and squish.  But they do seem to prefer heights.  So we armed ourselves with boxes of tissue and ladders.  We went to work eradicating the invaders by hand.  No sooner had we thought that we had eliminated all of them, we found new ones on the adjacent screen or wall.  The battle continued for four days, but eventually no more bugs were showing up inside.  

One of the quirks of this form of stink bug is that they are relatively immune to the usual pesticides.  In fact, they even have the ability to “play possum,” that is, they appear to be very dead after being sprayed with bug killer, but after about a week, they suddenly rejuvenate and resume normal activity.  The only proven method we have found is to squish them and then flush the tissue and bug down the toilet.

Farmers are faced with a much more serious challenge.  The stink bug is becoming a significant agricultural pest.  They love orchards and are doing serious damage to apples in the area.  They also will harm corn, soy beans, and other crops.  State agricultural agencies are working overtime to find something to combat this costly nuisance.  

For homeowners, the challenge is to keep the stinkbug outside the home.  The pest typically begins to search in September for a warm place to deposit eggs for the winter and will enter a home through any available crack or opening.  Once inside, the eggs are laid and the homeowner will have a major problem come spring.  So far, no effective product has been developed for home use.  There are, of course, many ads on the internet proclaiming that their product will do what others cannot, that is, eliminate the stink bug, and only for $29.99, plus S&H.   Most state agricultural sites warn that none of these work.
So, good luck on your upcoming battles.  If these pests take the route of the gypsy moths, their numbers will ebb and flow for decades and become part of our life.  My recommendation:  always keep several boxes of tissue handy.

I thought you might like to know.
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