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● A L T E R N A T I V E S

BY CHERYL REVELL AND MEGAN KEMPLE

If you’d like to do something other
than reach for a spray can of poison
to deal with stinging bees and wasps,
you’ll first need to decide which of
the many species of stinging insects
you’re facing. Each species has differ-
ent behavior, and successful non–
chemical management techniques are
tailored to the particular species.

This article will help you identify
stinging insects and their nests. Then
you should decide if control is nec-
essary and which methods will be
effective. To do this, read “Solving
Yellowjacket Problems” (JPR 18(1):22-
23), or the article about control and
nest removal for other stinging in-
sects that will be in the next issue of
JPR.

Yellowjackets
The most common yellowjackets in

the Northwest are the western
yellowjacket (Paravespula pensylvanica),
the common yellowjacket (Paravespula
vulgaris), and the aerial yellowjacket
(Dolichovespula arenaria).1 The Ger-
man yellowjacket (Paravespula
germanica) is becoming widespread
in Washington.2

Yellowjackets are about 1/2 inch
long with jagged bands of bright yel-
low and black on the abdomen. The
head and thorax are black with yel-
low spots and bars.4 They have a short,
narrow waist3 and a broad abdomen
that tapers off like a cone to a sharp
point.4

Yellowjackets are the most com-
monly encountered wasp species and

IDENTIFYING STINGING INSECTS
following year.2

Most western and common
yellowjacket nests are in the ground.
All that’s visible from above ground is
usually a hole with yellowjackets com-
ing and going. They can also nest in a
box of trash or any other concealed
spot.6 The nest is lined with paper
and can host thousands of
yellowjackets.2

German yellowjackets prefer to nest
in structures.2

The aerial yellowjacket builds its
nest in trees, in sheds, or under eaves.2

The nests have a light colored paper-
like covering made of wood or foli-
age combined with an oral secretion.7

The wasps build a nest of multiple
tiers of vertical cells; similar to the
nests of paper wasps, but enclosed by
a paper envelope around the outside.3

There is usually a single entrance hole
at the bottom of the nest.2

Yellowjackets die when the weather
gets cold in the fall. When nest-
building begins again the following
spring, they will not reuse an old nest.2

Baldfaced Hornet
Baldfaced hornets are nonaggressive

yellowjackets.8 They are about 3/4 inch
long with black and ivory markings
on most of their body.9 They can have
nests close to human activity all sum-
mer without being discovered or be-
ing a nuisance. Full sized nests are
about the size of a basketball.8 Nests
are pear-shaped and completely en-
closed by a “paper” covering. The
cells in which the larvae live are not
visible.9

Paper Wasps
Paper wasps are distinguished from

yellowjackets by their long legs.2 They
are one inch long, have distinct, slen-
der waists, and are colored with
sharply contrasting black and yellow
patterns.3,4

These wasps are less aggressive than
yellowjackets and rarely sting humans6

unless their nest is located near doors,
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are sometimes called the “meat bee”3

because workers scavenge for meat or
sweets at picnics and around homes.2

Females can sting repeatedly.4 They
will land on people who are nearby
and crawl inside their clothes5 and are
extremely defensive when their nests
are disturbed.4

Yellowjacket nests are started in the
spring by an egg-laying queen and
construction is continued by workers.
At the end of the summer, nests can
contain hundreds or even thousands
of workers. By first frost, most worker
and male wasps have died. Queens
find a protected spot to spend the
winter and the cycle begins again in
the spring.6 The German yellowjacket’s
peak colony size occurs in October or
November and colonies may be active
into February and March of the

An aerial yellowjacket.

A yellowjacket nest.
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underneath eaves, or in attics.5,7

Honeybees
European honeybees are about an

inch long with a black and reddish-
brown body covered with hairs. The
female stings one time and then dies.4

Honeybees are usually not aggressive
or threatening.6

Honeybees nest in many different
kinds of places, but popular sites in-
clude inside chimneys or hollow trees,
and in the walls of houses, barns,
sheds and pump houses. Nests can
also be found hanging from trees.5 The
nests are made of wax cells.4 Honey-
bees keep their hives at 95 degrees,
so you may be able to actually feel
their heat through the wall.10 The en-
tire colony lives through the winter.4

Africanized Honeybees
The Africanized honeybee looks like

a European honeybee, and like the
European honeybee it stings only
once.4 However, they are more defen-
sive and less predictable. They defend
a greater area around their nest and
respond faster and in greater numbers
than the European honeybee.11

Bumblebees
Bumblebees have round yellow and

black bodies covered with fine hair.4

They build their nests in the ground,
under slabs, or in wall voids.10 They
are unaggressive. However, the females
can sting more than once.4

Carpenter Bees
Carpenter bees are large and round

like the bumblebee, but are totally
black with a bald upper abdomen.
They are solitary insects and build nests
in tunnels in dead trees or wooden
buildings.4 They can cause some dam-
age to poles or other structures.8 They
are not likely to sting unless handled,
and have a surprisingly mild sting.4

Bees and Wasps are
Important

Bees pollinate important food crops,
and honeybees provide people with
honey.8 Wasps, although we usually
think only about their stings, are also
beneficial. They kill large numbers of
plant-feeding insects and nuisance flies

and feed them to their young.2,3 In
addition, both bees and wasps have
important ecological functions.

 Because of bees’ and wasps’ many
benefits, entomologists, like those at
Washington State University,2 advise
leaving them alone “unless their stings
present a hazard.”2 It’s sound advice! 
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a fruit tree, or some other place where
people are active.3

Paper wasps hang their paper
nests in protected areas, such as un-
der eaves, in attics, or under tree
branches or vines. The nest hangs
like an open umbrella from a stalk
and has open cells that can be seen
if you look up from below.3 The ends
of the cells are open with the heads

of the larvae exposed to view.8 Pa-
per wasps frequently nest around
houses6 but can also be found un-
der rocks, in logs, or in grass
clumps.2

Paper wasps, like yellowjackets,
die when the weather gets cold and
do not use nests for more than one
season.2

Mud Daubers
Mud daubers are usually a single

color, metallic blue or black.7 They
are thread-waisted,7 solitary wasps.8

They do not defend their nests and
rarely sting.7 They build hard mud tube
nests, usually under bridges, on walls,

Paper wasps.

A honey bee.

A paper wasp nest.
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This spring, if you find that bees
or wasps are disturbing your picnics,
or if a nest is too close to your home,
there are a couple of things to re-
member. These insects may appear
threatening; however, most are beneficial
to the environment and your garden.

In dealing with stinging insects, it
is important to correctly identify the
insect (see “Identifying Stinging In-
sects,” JPR 22(1):12-13) and determine
whether the insect is a threat. If you’re
having a problem with yellowjackets,
consult “Solving Yellowjacket Prob-
lems” (JPR18(1):22). If other stinging
insects need to be removed, use the
hints in this article.

Be careful! Remember, these pests
sting and can be dangerous if you are
allergic to their venom.

Baldfaced Hornets
Baldfaced hornets’ nests are located

above ground and can sometimes be
removed without professional help.1

Hanging nests can be removed by plac-
ing a garbage bag over a wire hoop
made from a clothes hanger. Hit the
nest with a gloved hand, knock it into
the garbage bag, and close the bag
quickly. Then place the bag in the
freezer to kill the hornets.1 Large nests
may need to be removed professionally.

Although it may sound risky, you
can use your own vacuum to remove
hornet nests if you have an extension
wand. Take a look at the hornets fly-
ing in and out of the entrance hole of
the nest. Find the spot three or four
inches outside the hole that all the

LIVING WITH STINGING INSECTS
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hornets pass. When it is dark, or just
before sunset, prop the vacuum ex-
tension so that its end is right at that
spot. Run the vacuum for two or three
hours. Repeat for four or five nights.
According to Lane County (Oregon)
bee removal specialist Tom Howell,
you’ll get phenomenal results.1

Howell cautions that you must not
vibrate the nest and irritate the hor-
nets. If they become agitated, turn off
your flashlight so the stinging insects
will not fly toward the beam of light
and your body. It may be best to have
someone else hold the flashlight so
the person operating the vacuum can
focus on staying cautious.1

Most of the hornets will die as they
are sucked up the vacuum hose.1 Af-
ter you turn the machine off, cover or
stop up the end of the hose and leave
the vacuum cleaner alone until all the
insects have stopped buzzing. To make
sure they’re dead you can then put
the bag in the freezer.

Paper Wasps
Paper wasps are nonaggressive and

should be left alone in most cases.2 If
it is necessary to remove a nest, a
cheap, quick, and safe way is to put a
cottage cheese or other plastic carton
over the nest, slide the container to
dislodge the nest, and then replace
the lid quickly.1

Vacuums are another quick and easy
way to remove paper wasps if they
are bothersome. Follow the directions
for baldfaced hornet vacuuming.

Mud Daubers
 Howell recommends leaving mud

dauber nests alone because they are
extremely docile, and there is only one
bee per nest. He knows of only two
people who have ever been stung by
a mud dauber. “One of them sat on it,
and the other pinched it,” says
Howell.1 If you feel that nest removal
is absolutely necessary, it’s not diffi-
cult because they are not protective
of their nests. Remove nests in the
early morning or evening when the
wasps are not flying.3

Vacuuming can also be used to re-
move mud daubers.1

Honeybees
Honeybees are liberal in where they

decide to nest and are happy to make
use of a variety of different kinds of
hive sites.1 Never attempt to remove
or destroy a honeybee hive, and re-
member that honeybees are beneficial
insects and are not usually threatening.4

If you decide you must remove a hive,
it is necessary to get professional help.
Hives can contain a huge amount of
honey and wax. Because bees keep
their honey cool by fanning it with
their wings, removing the bees means
that the honeycomb can melt, attract-
ing more bees and insect pests.1

Africanized Honeybees
Welcome or not, these bees have

made their way up from South America
and are now present in some parts of
the United States. Although the

Mud dauber

Paper wasp
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abnormalities in the offspring of labo-
ratory animals exposed during preg-
nancy, and genetic damage in cul-
tures of mouse cells. It is highly toxic
to aquatic insects and related animals.3

In addition to soap, M-Pede also
contains ethanol and unidentified
ingredients.4 —Caroline Cox

1. Mycogen Corp. 2001. Supplemental label-
ing: M-Pede® insecticide. www.cdms.net,
Oct. 9.

2. Ware, G.W. 2000. The pesticide book.
Fresno CA: Thomson Publications. p. 76.

3. U.S. EPA. Office of Prevention, Pesticides
and Toxic Substances. 1992. Reregistration
eligibility document (RED): Soap salts.
www.epa.gov/pesticides, Sept.

4. Mycogen Corp. 1998. Material safety data
sheet: M-Pede insecticide/fungicide.
www.cdms.net, June 18.

cartoons showing them swarming
around and carrying innocent children
away from recess are an exaggeration,
they are more aggressive and more
easily upset than typical honeybees.5

If you live in an area where Afri-
canized bees are present, prevent prob-
lems by using the following tips:
• Eliminate potential nest sites (aban-

doned vehicles, empty containers,
anything with a hole, old tires).5

• Inspect trees, garages, sheds, and
fences regularly.5

• Fill all wall, chimney, and plumb-
ing-related gaps that are larger than
an eighth of an inch.5

• Cover rain spouts, vents, etc., with
eighth-inch hardware cloth.5

To prevent children from being
stung by Africanized bee stings, warn
them to respect all bees, and notify
an adult if they find a nest or swarm.5

If you find a nest in or near your
home, let professionals manage the
problem,6 but ask them to use alter-
natives to conventional pesticides. See
“Insecticidal Soap” below.

According to Oregon State Univer-
sity entomologist Mike Burgett,
Africanized bees will not be a signifi-
cant problem in the Pacific Northwest.7

Bumblebees
Bumblebees are nonaggressive and

can be good neighbors. Live with them
whenever possible. If you must re-
move bumblebees, vacuuming (see
“Baldfaced Hornets,” previous page)
is effective. Because the entrance hole
to bumblebee nests is often larger than
with other stinging insects, it may be
difficult to locate the spot in the air
that all the bees fly past. You may
need to make the hole smaller by us-
ing a piece of tape or a board to
cover part of the hole. During the day,
when the bees are active, turn the
vacuum on. Continue to run the
vacuum for two hours per day for
about four days or until you do not
see any more bees.1

INSECTICIDAL SOAP
An insecticidal soap product, M-

Pede, can be used by licensed pest
control personnel in California to
kill Africanized bees.1

Unlike conventional insecticides,
insecticidal soap kills by a physical
mode of action. Soap disrupts the
waxy layer on the surface of the
bees’ skin and breaks down cell
membranes. It also reduces the sur-
face tension of water, allowing it to
penetrate insect spiracles (breathing
holes), causing the bees to drown.2

Most conventional insecticides kill by
damaging the nervous system.

The potassium soap used in M-
Pede is not without toxicological
problems. It causes skeletal

Carpenter Bees
Carpenter bees are valuable

pollinators and rarely cause severe
damage.8 “Prevention is the main ap-
proach to managing carpenter bees,”
according to the University of Cali-
fornia Statewide IPM Project. “Fill de-
pressions and cracks in wood sur-
faces so they are less attractive. Paint
or varnish exposed surfaces regularly
to reduce weathering. Fill unoccu-
pied holes with steel wool and caulk
to prevent their reuse. Wait until af-
ter bees have emerged before filling
the tunnels. Once filled, paint or var-
nish the repaired surfaces. Protect
rough areas, such as ends of tim-
bers, with wire screening or metal
flashing.”8

Summary
Bees and wasps play important

ecological roles. They may appear
threatening, but most species are
harmless and can be left alone. If you
decide you must remove stinging in-
sects, conventional pesticides are not
necessary. Try some of the tips
recommended in this article.  
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