Ask a Master Gardener

Chiggers Are Bad This Time Of The Year
By: Carrie Barnett

Master Gardener

Q: I helped my husband clean out a small stream bed near our home and I noticed the next day I had several hard red welts around my ankles and waist.  They itch intensely.  What did I get into – weeds or bugs?

A: Sounds like chiggers to me. Chiggers (the larval stage of the harvest mite) live outdoors in overgrown weeds and tall grass areas. Many times people do not realize they were bitten while walking or working outdoors until a day or two after, when the itching starts.  The larvae can feed for about four days before dropping off and molting into non-parasitic nymphs and adults.  The itch results from salivary enzymes which the chigger uses to digest skin cells.  The chiggers crawl onto people and move upward to areas where the clothing fits tightly against the skin, such as ankles, behind knees, waistlines and armpits.

According to Mike Potter, a University of Kentucky entomology specialist, the best way to control chiggers is by keeping grass and weeds cut short and to take the middle of the trail while walking in the woods.  If you have to work in areas infested by the chiggers, treating your clothes or exposed skin with an insect repellent can be effective.  However some repellents are for clothing only and should not be used for direct skin contact, so follow the label directions carefully. If mowing doesn’t control the chiggers, sprays can be effective when applied in late spring and maybe mid-summer during the mites’ most active life cycles.  Check with your local hardware or garden center for a multi-insect killer that is listed for chiggers.

If you think you have been exposed to an infested area, a soapy bath or shower, not a bleach bath, will help dislodge the chiggers.  Anti-itch creams such as hydrocortisone can be applied to relieve the itching.  The oft-mentioned “remedy” of applying nail polish to the welts to “suffocate” chiggers is ineffective and not recommended because they will generally have finished their meal and dropped off before the itch indicates they have been there.
Additional information can be found in the University of Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service Publication ENT-58 available at your local Extension Office or available on the web at:  http://www.ca.uky.edu/entomology/entfacts/entfactpdf/ent58.pdf
If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener, e-mail your question to lyoncomg@bellsouth.net.  You may also call, mail or fax them to Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627.  
