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Over the past few weeks there have been numerous reports of bug invasions near 
Ridgecrest, Inyokern, and other cities in the high desert of eastern Kern County.  Residents and 
business owners have reported large aggregations of bugs within their homes, businesses, and on 
the streets.  There have been no reports of damage to agricultural crops, landscape plants, or 
people.  However, the nuisance and paranoia associated with bugs crawling on business walls and 
people has led to numerous inquiries into what is going on and how long it will last.  

The bugs belong to a family of insects called lygaeids that are commonly referred to as seed 
bugs.  Seed bugs use their straw-like mouthparts to extract moisture and nutrients from a wide 
range of plants, especially ones with seeds.  The specific species of insects being found in 
Ridgecrest and surrounding areas is called Melacoryphus lateralis.  It does not have a common 
name.  This bug is very similar in appearance to other insects in the families Lygaeidae and 
Rhopalidae, such as the boxelder bug and milkweed bugs.  It is not a beetle.   

M. lateralis is found throughout the western United States and is most common in desert 
areas of Arizona, Nevada, Texas, and southern California.  Immature and adult insects feed on 
native desert plants and then fly to find new feeding sites or mates when they are adults.  Adults 
are highly attracted to lights and can fly long distances, especially in search of succulent plants on 
which to feed as desert plants become dry during mid-summer.   

Populations of this insect vary from year to year with outbreaks most commonly reported 
in the Sonoran Desert areas of Arizona in years with elevated monsoon-like weather associated 
with above-average rainfall.  In the areas around Ridgecrest, above-normal populations of this 
pest in 2015 are likely the result of a mild winter followed by above-normal rainfall in February 
that provided ample food for nymphs throughout the desert.  Then, in July and August, the 
combination of drying host plants and the attractiveness of lights has caused mass migrations of 
the bugs to urban homes and landscapes. 

Management of the bugs is difficult due to the migratory nature of adults.  Pesticides that 
kill insects on contact, such as home perimeter treatments used by licensed pest control 
companies, can provide excellent control of bugs that they come in contact with, but are unlikely 
to have any residual effects after one or two days.  Businesses and homeowners are encouraged to 
keep doors closed and turn off lights whenever possible after dusk to reduce the risk of attracting 
bugs.  Once bugs get inside structures, vacuuming is the preferred method for their removal.  
Outdoors the bugs can be swept with a broom or blown away from business entrances, porches, or 
parking lots with a leafblower. 



Nobody is certain how long the insects will be around.  However, reports from Arizona 
suggest that aggregations of adults occur in July and August, which suggests that populations are 
likely to become reduced over the next few weeks.  These reports also suggest that the outbreaks 
that are occurring in 2015 are likely a one-time anomaly that won’t repeat itself again unless the 
favorable environmental conditions for the bugs are repeated.  For the sake of Ridgecrest 
residents, let’s hope that doesn’t occur. 
 

 

Immature bugs develop on native plants in the desert and migrate into urban 
areas as adults with wings.  Photo: D. Haviland 

 

  



 

Adult bugs often enter structures and die, such as the thousands of bugs 
inside the plastic wrap of merchandise at this Inyokern warehouse.  Photo: D. 
Haviland 

 

 

Thousands of insects at night often become piles of dead insects in the 
morning, such as the ones seen in front of this Inyokern business.  Photo: D. 
Haviland 



Horticulture for Landscapes, Orchards, and Gardens: Fall Classes 

We’re soon beginning two horticulture classes offered by UC Cooperative Extension that 
cover horticulture topics most often encountered in the landscape and garden.  Participants learn 
about water conservation, turf and landscape plants, as well as how to grow vegetables and fruits.  
We emphasize non-chemical alternatives to pesticides.  Although for homeowners, these classes 
have been attended by many in the turf and landscape industry, as well as city and county parks.  
Representatives from homeowners associations and real estate professionals have also attended 
to pick up tips on evaluating landscapes, using appropriate terminology to request work from 
landscape contractors, and evaluating work that is done.   

A Horticulture I class will be offered Tuesday nights, 5:30-8:30 p.m., beginning September 
1, 2015, and extending 15 weeks.  Topics will include plant selection, soil science, landscape 
design principles, and pest management with an emphasis on organic and integrated (IPM) 
methods, as well as sessions on vegetable crops, deciduous fruits, and citrus.   

A Horticulture II class is planned for Wednesday nights, also 5:30-8:30 p.m., beginning 
August 26, also for 15 weeks.  Topics will be additions to those covered in the introductory class.  
We’re planning field trips and to have guest speakers.     

We ask those interested in either class to contact the Cooperative Extension office at 
cekern@ucdavis.edu or 868-6200, to pre-register to reserve a space and help us track class size.  
Cost of each 15-week class will be $75.  Our office and meeting location is 1031 S. Mt. Vernon 
Avenue.  You can also register online at this link: 
http://ucanr.edu/survey/survey.cfm?surveynumber=16019 
 

Return to Chernobyl, Ukraine--November, 2015 

In September, 2012, I organized a group visit to Chernobyl, site of a nuclear accident in 
1986.  The two days in the Chernobyl area and the accompanying days in Kiev were fascinating, so 
much so I plan to return for an additional visit.  If you would like to join me, please send me a note 
or call me at 661-868-6220, and I’ll send you additional information.  Chernobyl is a story of 
ecosystem recovery.  The area is safe to visit and our group felt quite comfortable in Ukraine.  This 
year’s visitor group is forming nicely. 

 

John Karlik  
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