News Column for Wednesday, August 6, 2008
By: Chuck Browne


One of the best things about being a county extension agent is that I am constantly associated with continuing education.  Whether researching a topic to answer a clients question or attending a conference or seminar for in-service training purposes, this job exposes me to something new virtually every day.


Such was the case a couple of weeks ago when I attended a conference on Native Plants sponsored by Western Carolina University in Cullowhee, North Carolina.  Besides all the good information I picked up, spending time in the cool mountain in mid July isn’t so bad either.


With the recent droughts that have gripped most of the Southeast going on three years now, there is considerable interest on relying more on Native Plant Species that are, in most cases, better adapted to harsh growing conditions.  It was interesting to see who the participants were and where they were from.  Besides educators and Extension people like me, city planners, landscapers, landscape architects and concerned people from all over the Southeast attended this three day event.


Even though the benefits and advantages of landscaping with Native Plants was a major theme of the conference, there was not all good news. Two species native to that part of the region, the Hemlock and Frasier fir are in trouble because of an imported insect. 

The Balsam Woolly Adelgid is an imported pest from Europe that made its way into the US about 100 years ago.  It is an insect related to Aphids and Scales.  It has been affecting Frasier Firs which grow in the higher elevations in the Appalachian Mountains.  Dead skeletons of these trees are scattered everywhere along the mountain tops and are most evident during the summertime when the forest is supposed to be totally green.


Scientists are desperately seeking some sort of biological control for this imported pest but unfortunately have yet to find one.  The insect can be controlled with chemical insecticides which are useful for an individual landscape specimen or on a Christmas tree farm.  However, this method of control is impractical, too costly and virtually impossible for forest trees.


The Canadian Hemlock, another similar tree species that also is commonly found growing in those mountains regions has recently come under attack by a similar insect to the Balsam Woolley Adelgid.  This insect is also a type of Adelgid and is specific to Hemlocks and feeds on the trees branches, zapping the energy from the tree reducing its ability to transport food and nutrients. 

Both insects are related to each other.  They both are soft bodied scale like creatures that in most cases do not even look like an insect.  The adult females (there are no males) are wingless, oval, purplish-black and less than 1 millimeter in length.  They are covered with secretions of waxy threads that appear as dense wool mass.  The only time they are mobile is immediately after birth.  Once they find a suitable feeding location, they insect their tube-like mouth parts into the host and begin feeding.  It then remains there for the rest of its life.


The good news for us is that we probably will never see these insects become a problem in Alabama.  Since we don’t grow Frasier Firs and very few Hemlocks survive our summer heat, these Adelgids probably won’t became established here.  On the other hand, if you enjoy the mountains like I do and appreciate the beauty of a spruce/fir higher elevation forest then this insect is a major problem for you too. 
YELLOW JACKET ENCOUNTERS COMMAND ATTENTION


The other day I was casually walking near a fence in a semi-wooded area.  I stopped to speak to a neighbor and was immediately stung multiple times and chased out of the area by an all too familiar insect called the yellow jacket.  It seems that I stopped right on top of the entrance to a colony likely in the ground and they did not like it one bit.  I was chased about 60 to 70 feet before they quit buzzing me and received 7 stings.  Wearing shorts and a tee shirt, I was lucky that’s all I got.

This is the time of year that yellow jackets become aggressive.  Individual insects out foraging for food will usually not sting unless provoked in some way.  However, they will aggressively defend their nest as I found out quickly the other day.  Yellow Jackets are about ½ to ¾ inch long and have black and yellow bands on their thoraxes and abdomens.  They usually ground nest in areas such as old rodent burrows, beneath landscape timbers and heavy mulch, or in rock walls.  They may also be found in the wall voids of homes. 


Unless the location of the colony is near where there is a lot of human activity, it is probably best to leave it alone.  However, if you must destroy it, locate the nest during the day, if possible, and mark its location.  Do your treatment at night.  Yellow Jackets are similar to people in that they “go home” at night.  Do not shine a flashlight directly at the nest because you may startle the Yellow Jackets. Use a dust formulation or at least 1 gallon of a liquid insecticide labeled for Yellow Jacket control.


 Liquid Sevin, Orthene or Permethium can be poured into the entrance hole and then covered with a shovelful of soil or sand.  Extension publication ANR 1134, Yellow Jackets, Wasps and Hornets is available online at www.aces.edu/pubs/  or from our office @ 600 South 7th Street and can provide you with more information on these stinging insects.
