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Wow, it seems that in a matter of a few weeks spring has sprung.  The grass is growing, trees are blooming, flowers are budding and gardeners are buying seed.  This is the time of year when nature readies itself for her young.  It is also the season for carpenter bees.

In the next few weeks carpenter bees can be seen carrying out a series of different tasks that all lead to mating and eventually laying eggs.  This is where the problem with carpenter bees occurs.  
Carpenter bees are generally not aggressive and pose little threat to humans but do create havoc in wood structures.  Carpenter bees prefer unfinished soft woods such as pine, fir or cedar.

The bees that are observed over the next few weeks were actually born last year.  They left their nest sites, dime sized holes chewed into the wood last summer and went out into the garden to start carrying out the task of pollinating as all bees do.

When it got cold last fall, they returned to the same nest sites and went to sleep for winter.  Around the first of April, the bees wake up and emerge from the wood.  The bees seen in the next couple of weeks are the ones doing the mating and laying the eggs.  These bees were born last summer and will be dead by May.

Before they die the females will chew a new hole into the wood, then make either a left or right turn and chew another section of wood, usually 6 to 8 inches long.

Next, they lay an egg, put some pollen on it, then back up and wall it off.  Then they will lay another egg in the same manner and repeat this process 6 or 8 times. When they finish, they will live a short couple of weeks and die.  In the plant world this is termed an annual, meaning it completes a full life cycle in a year.

The bees seen in the summer are the next generation and will carry on the family legacy for generations to come….
These bees will return to the hole they were born in to survive the winter.  Year after year this cycle continues, similar to the Salmon returning to their birthplace.  So the cycle must be broken to prevent significant damage from occurring, especially in barns and outbuildings not monitored.

Not only will the bees do aesthetic damage with their holes, but the structural integrity of the wood can be compromised as well.  Again the key here is to break the cycle.

To break the cycle the University of Georgia recommends two options to kill active bees in the spring.

First, apply an insecticide dust such as Sevin, directly to the hole in mid to late April.  Apply it when the wind is not blowing and wear a particle mask and gloves.
Or, spray a liquid insecticide on the wood surface every two weeks at least through April and maybe into May, as long as the bees remain active.  Any product that ends in “thrin” such as cypermethrin, cyfluthrin, or deltamethrin, should work well.  Don’t spray the liquid on top of the dust because it will negate the efficacy of the dust by getting it wet.

As with dealing with most problems with wildlife and insects, persistence is important.  The only time there aren’t bees in the wood is from midsummer to early fall.  This is the best time to plug up the holes.  If the holes are plugged while bees are present they can tunnel out leaving an exposed hole.  

During this time period the holes can be filled with a wood putty, sanded off and painted.  Painting the surface with an oil-based or polyurethane-based paint will help deter the bees and something that is really thick will help bees from coming back as well.
Hopefully by following theses steps carpenter bees can be eliminated from homes, buildings and barns.  
If I can help with any problems, please give me a call at the Extension office at 706-672-4235.
