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Cicada Killers Look Mean, But Are Really Gentle Giants

It’s been a long, hot summer. Well, for me and my family, not so hot. We spent most of July at the Walton family lake house on Round Lake in southern Michigan, where the highs were in the upper 80s. It was heaven. It was surreal. We slept with the windows open. I actually sat in the sun for an hour and didn’t break a sweat.
I didn’t see any insects. I know they have mosquitoes, but the constant breeze off the lake kept them at bay. It was green. It was idyllic. 

Then, we came back to Texas. We spent that weekend at my cousin’s lake house on Lake Travis. It was hot. It had insects, especially cicadas, prehistoric monstrosities that hide in trees, serenading us with their deafening songs all summer long.

Soon, talk turned to these gigantic, scary looking wasps that had been seen carrying what appeared to be dead cicadas to tunnels underground. They begin appearing in July, right when it gets hot and the cicadas reach their zenith.
These wasps are commonly called cicada killers. They look like elongated, deranged bumble bees. They even have a really cool scientific name – Sphecius Speciosus. 
Cicada killers are the largest wasp in Texas, reaching up to 1 ½ inches in length. However, unlike many of their brethren, they are basically unaggressive. The females have stingers and will only use them if you go out of your way to annoy them.
Males do not have stingers, however, they are territorial and will dive bomb your head. You may see them zooming above the ground, looking for females. Every now and then they may crash into a window.
Both possess large jaws, the females having the largest jaws. Theoretically the wasps can bite, but I didn’t find anything stating humans had ever been bitten by a cicada killer.
Beginning mid-July the males begin emerging from their underground winter burrows. They tunnel out of their burrows, leaving obvious holes. They then choose their territory and wait for the females to emerge a few weeks later.

The male has completed his job once they mate. The female’s job has just begun. She digs the burrows for her eggs. The burrows can be quite elaborate, down to several feet deep. Tunnels can branch multiple times, each ending in a circular chamber where the eggs are laid.
While the adults eat nectar, the larvae eat cicadas. Once the birth chambers are complete, the female seeks out cicadas. She paralyzes the cicada with her sting and drags it back to the burrow. If you haven’t been accidentally buzzed by a female cicada killer intent on getting her victim back to the burrow, you have missed a fascinating sight.
The female places one to three cicadas into each chamber, where she then lays one egg. The larvae hatches about three days later and feeds on the cicadas until nothing but dry husks are left. Come fall, the larva spins its cocoon, where it remains until the following summer.
By September most of the adults have died, having completed their job of bringing in the next generation. 

Cicada killers are solitary wasps; however, a number of females may burrow in the same location, riddling the area with small hills of soil excavated from their burrows. 
They prefer to dig in disturbed areas that have sandy, open soils. A large population of them can actually damage lawns.
To keep them away from the house, maintain your lawn to promote growth and dense turf. Cover flower beds and exposed soil with a thick layer of mulch. Weed-blocking landscape fabric also works.
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