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I Love Mosquitoes!
By Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
No, of course I do not love mosquitoes!  I do not like them one little bit, but someone came into the office last week wearing an “I ‘heart’ mosquitoes” t-shirt and I got a good laugh out of it since it was so outrageous.  Mosquitoes are on everyone’s mind right now—and their arms, legs and faces, and so is the Zika virus they can carry.  
Please note that the only cases of Zika that have been reported in Texas, are in people who have traveled in places that have Zika virus, or people who have had contact with a traveler.  Still, we need to be vigilant.  
The best defense against Zika, and any other disease carried by mosquitoes, is not to get bit!  To protect yourself, dress in long sleeves and long pants when you are outside, and try to stay indoors at dusk and dawn, when mosquitoes are most active.  Also, use an insect repellent on your skin and clothes whenever you go outside.  The products recommended by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention are those containing one or more of the following active ingredients: 

DEET (brand name examples include Off!, Cutter, Sawyer, Ultrathon);

Picaridin (brands name such as Cutter Advanced, Skin So Soft Bug Guard Plus); 

Oil of lemon eucalyptus (OLE) or para-menthane-diol (PMD) (such as Repel); or 

IR3535 (brand names such as Skin So Soft Bug Guard Plus, Expedition, SkinSmart) 
The higher the percentage of active ingredient, the longer the protection provided.  To select an insect repellent, read the labels of several and chose the one you prefer.  Always follow the product label closely.
Mosquitoes lay their eggs in a pond or a puddle of standing water.  Actually, it can just be a smidgen of water, and does not have to be clean.  In fact, water becomes more attractive to mosquitoes after it’s been sitting for several days, especially if it has been “improved” by a little soil or some plant material.  It typically takes 10 to 14 days to complete their life cycle from egg to adult, although it can be several days shorter with our warm temperatures.  

Anything done to reduce mosquito-breeding sites will help cut down on the population of the little pests.  The first thing to do, and to keep doing every time it rains, is to get rid of standing water.  Walk around your yard, checking thoroughly for anything that holds any water.  Every time I do this, I’m surprised by something; it may be the edge of a bucket lid or a little puddle on the top of the garbage can; so look carefully.  Check wheelbarrows, buckets, pet bowls, toys (children or adults), neglected birdbaths, and saucers under potted plants.  

Empty out all those containers, whether they hold a little water or a lot.  Then remove, cover, turn upside down, or screen the items so you do not have to empty them constantly.  

If you have plants that hold water, such as bromeliads, blast the old water out at least once a week.  Change the water in pet dishes and replace the water in birdbaths frequently. Drill holes in tire swings so water drains out.  Get rid of other old tires, or move them into a garage or shed where they are protected from the rain.  Tires are one of the most common breeding sites for mosquitoes.  
Not as obvious are areas where water puddles in the lawn or compost pile. Turn off your irrigation system if you have an automatic one—with the rains we’ve received in the past couple weeks, we don’t need to water our landscapes for a while. Water plants in containers as needed but don’t let water sit in pot saucers.   

Cut back on the frequency of irrigation.  Once a week is plenty for established lawns and shrubs, even in hot weather.  If you are on city water, it is mandatory that irrigation be done no more than once a week.  Let the soil surface dry out between waterings (your plants will thank you).  Don’t turn the irrigation on until the soil is dry an inch below the surface (poke a finger in the soil to check).  Surprisingly, a frequently watered lawn can hold enough mini-puddles for mosquitoes to lay many eggs that will develop into adults.  They also seem to love to hang out on wet grass.  Mow your lawn frequently, and give the compost pile a few extra turns.  
Trim bushes back from buildings and up from the ground to reduce mosquito hiding places and to increase airflow.   Clean out rain gutters, so water can flow rather than collecting, and adjust downspouts for proper drainage.  Screen rain barrels and openings to water tanks or cisterns.  

Treat water in drainage ditches or catchment basins, and other places that cannot be emptied out, with mosquito dunks.  Fishponds do not usually need to be treated because the fish will eat the “wigglers”.  County residents can pick up mosquito dunks free at the Aransas County Environmental Health office on Airport Rd.  
The County does a great job on reducing mosquito numbers through their programs, but we all need to do our part.  The more people that keep up on draining standing water, the bigger impact on mosquito populations it will make.  

As with many challenges, reducing mosquitoes and their bites relies on a number of different practices.  Good luck and be careful out there.  
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