
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

This past autumn, many people noticed swarms of red and black bugs in their yards. Now that it is spring 
people are finding these insects inside their homes. This insect is the boxelder bug and it is harmless—it does 
not bite, it will not get into food, it does not feed on wood, nor does it spread diseases. It is what we call a 
‘nuisance’ insect. 
 
In the fall, boxelder bugs gather together in large masses. They are especially attracted to the female 
boxelder tree, which bears long clusters of winged seeds. These insect congregations are usually found on 
the south sides of boxelder trees and buildings. The swarms then fly to nearby buildings so they can 
hibernate over the winter. Once they gain entrance to a building, they can become quite a pest. On warm, 
sunny days they will ‘wake-up’ and wander around inside of homes. It can be very aggravating to pick up 
several of these bugs, only to turn around and find more crawling about. Their numbers seem to be infinite! 
 
In the spring, the adults emerge from hibernation. They fly to boxelder trees and lay their eggs.  When the 
eggs hatch, the nymphs begin to feed on the young tree leaves. They pierce the plant tissue with their 
mouthparts and suck out the sap. The leaves then grow in 
a distorted manner. The damage to the boxelder tree is 
negligible. When autumn arrives, the whole cycle begins 
again. 
 
The boxelder bug is about 11 to 14 millimeters long. It is 
mainly black, but the margins of the thorax and front 
wings are red. It also has a red stripe down the center of 
the thorax.   
 
Once these pesky creatures are inside, the only thing you can do is to pick them up as you see them.  For 
large numbers, a vacuum works great. Next summer, seal up any spaces where they might be entering the 
building. If all else fails, certain insecticides can be sprayed on the boxelder trees as soon as you observe 
insect activity. Removing any boxelder trees is an option—it may reduce the number of insects, but it will not 
eliminate them completely. 
 

Populations of the 
boxelder bug are high 

this year. They are 
commonly found 

wandering around 
inside homes in early 

spring. As temperatures 
warm, they will move 

back outside. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County  

and Jefferson County, NY 4H  

 


