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If you are traveling this holiday season or have out of town guests staying 
with you, beware that there has been an increase in bed bug infestations 
worldwide.  Bed bugs are good at being stow-a-ways, so you may 
unknowingly carry them home.  No one wants that uninvited guest! 
 
Bed bugs are small parasitic insects that feed on blood, usually from 
people.  The common bed bug (Cimex lectularius) prefers to feed on 
humans, but it will feed on mice, rats, bats, rabbits, guinea pigs and birds 
(especially chickens and swallows).  Dogs and cats are not a major host 
for bed bugs but can be bitten on exposed skin.  Bed bugs are mainly 
nocturnal, often biting people when they are asleep.  The bed bug uses 
its sharp beak to pierce the host’s skin and injects a fluid containing an 

anticoagulant that helps them obtain blood.  Skin rashes, allergic symptoms and even psychological effects 
may result from bites. 
 
Adult bed bugs are oval in shape, brown to reddish-brown in color, wingless and flat, top to bottom.  
Unfed adult bed bugs are about 3/8 inch long (size of an apple seed) and the upper surface of the body has 
a crinkled appearance.  After feeding, bed bugs look purplish-red and are more cigar-shaped.  Newly 
hatched bed bugs are nearly colorless and can be as small as 1/16 of an inch.  The oval shaped eggs are 
small and white. 
 
Bed bugs can infest hotels, airplanes, airports, ships, trains, taxis 
and buses.   Knowledge is the key to defending yourself against bed 
bugs.  If you are going to be traveling, take these simple 
precautions.  Inspect your hotel room using a bright flashlight.  
Usually checking the mattress and head board is enough to tell if 
bed bugs are present.  Pull back the bedding to look for bed bugs or 
their fecal stains on the mattress.  Bed bugs leave small brown or 
black spots and smears.  Check the mattress tag, mattress seams 
and the box springs.  Carefully inspect the head board (front and 
back).  Bed bugs can squeeze into small cracks and crevices.  
Check any curtains, picture frames or furniture near the bed 
including dresser drawers and night stands.  If you find evidence 
of bed bugs, call the front desk and ask for another room (one 
that does not share a wall with the infested room). 
 
Here are some other tips when staying in a hotel.  Inspect the luggage stand, including where the straps 
attach to the metal bars.  Put your bag on the stand away from the wall.  Do not put your luggage on the 
bed or upholstered furniture.  Do not put your belongings in dresser drawers.  Check the closet for bed 
bugs before hanging clothes.  Do not put shoes under the bed or in the closet.  Consider putting your 
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clothing in large sealed plastic bags to keep bed bugs out. 
 
Once home, you should inspect your luggage and belongings before taking them into the house.  If that is 
not possible, unpack your luggage on a hard surface such as a wood floor or even the bathtub.  Wipe a wet 
cloth over the floor to get any bed bugs that may have escaped.  Launder all clothing immediately.  High 
heat (greater than 120 degrees) will kill bed bugs and eggs.  Wash on the highest heat setting that the 
clothing can handle.  Ideally the water temperature should be 100 to 120 degrees F.  A loosely filled dryer 
set on “high” is capable of killing all bed bugs and their eggs in 30 minutes. 
 
Seal your suitcase in a plastic bag and leave it in your garage until you can clean it.  Vacuum the suitcase 
using a crevice tool attachment.  Dispose of the vacuum bag or dirt in a sealed plastic bag.  Suitcases can 
be washed using hot, soapy water.  Use a scrub brush along the seams and folds.  If you used a duffel bag, 
you can put it in the dryer on high for 30 minutes.  Dry cleaning and steam cleaning will kill bed bugs in 
fabrics and soft luggage which cannot be washed and dried.  Any items taken to the dry cleaners should be 
double bagged and tell them the items might have bed bugs.  They should keep the articles in plastic bags 
until they are ready to clean them.  Any non-clothing items that may have come in contact with bed bugs 
should not be brought into the house at all.  Depending on the item, you may be able to treat it with heat 
or cold.  A four day exposure at zero degrees F will kill bed bugs and their eggs. 
 
If you are having out of town guests be aware of what might be hiding in their luggage.  Bed bugs can hide 
in the crevices of luggage, furniture, clothing, pillows, boxes and other objects.  College students are often 
at risk of a bed bug infestations due to frequent moves, travel and buying used furniture.  Bed bugs may 
hitch a ride on clothing that people wear, but unlike lice they will not stay on a person after feeding.  Since 
bed bugs feed on blood, their presence has little to do with the cleanliness of the home. 
 
If you think you have found a bed bug the first step is to correctly identify it.  Try to catch it on a piece of 
clear tape, or put it in a sealed plastic bag or jar.  Then have it identified by a pest management 
professional.  Controlling bed bugs on your own can be difficult and very time consuming.  Treatment by a 
pest management professional is strongly recommended when resources allow.  Bed bug control involves 
multiple strategies, including preventive measures, sanitation and chemicals.  Insecticides should never be 
applied to a mattress. 
 
Everyone should learn how to identify bed bugs and how to inspect items to avoid introducing them to 
your home.  Currently there is no simple and inexpensive way to eliminate infestations. 
 
Resources for this article include University of Minnesota, Penn State University, Virginia Tech, Ohio State 
University, Cornell University, Michigan State University and the National Pesticide Information Center.  If 
you need more information, check the bed bug resources on the Genesee County CCE website at 
http://genesee.cce.cornell.edu/gardening/insects. 
 

 

 


