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Tiny wasp 'promising' 
against some roaches 

BY DARCY MEEKER 
GAINESVILLE — A little wasp about 

the size of two fleas strung together shows 
promise as a biocontrol for cockroaches 
and palmetto bugs, says a University of 
Florida scientist. 

The wasps lay their eggs on roach egg 
capsules and "parasitized" 100 percent of 
the roach eggs found in dark locations in 
test kitchens, said Dr. Phil Koehler, an 
entomologist with the UF's Institute of 
Food and Agricultural Sciences. 

"One of the nice things is that this wasp 
prefers all the dark places that are hard for 
us to spray, like inside walls and behind 
kitchen cupboards," Koehler said. "People 
could have these living in their houses and 

never see them." 
The wasp "stings" only roach eggs, not 

people, he emphasized. 
In earlier research with graduate student 

Brian Hagenbuch, about 600 wasps were 
released per week for seven weeks in test 
kitchens. By the end of that time, wasp lar-
vae infected over 93 percent of roach eggs 
in and on cabinets and on the floor. In 
another month, infection rate was over 97 
percent except on the ceiling. The research 
is to be published this fall in the Journal of 
Economic Entomology. 

Unfortunately, the wasps are of no use 
against the pesky little German roach which 
protects its egg case by carrying it around. 
Nor are they effective against the Asian 
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roach, another egg case carrier. 
"Some of our roach problems may be the 

result of generally applied pesticides," said 
Koehler. "If you do a lot of spraying, you 
may be giving yourself a worse roach prob-
lem in the end by destroying roaches' preda-
tors and parasites. Where we stop spray-
ing, we may be able to re-establish these 
wasp biocontrols. 

"We got our colony of the wasps (Testra-
si chus hagenowii) when they appeared in a 
university lab in 1986 after it switched 
from sprays to a bait to control roaches," 
said the IFAS extension entomologist. 
"Baits do not attract or kill most of roaches ' 
natural enemies. It would be interesting to 
know how much their effectiveness comes 
from buildup of natural enemies like the 
wasp." 

One way to distribute the wasps would 
be to release clouds of them in the spring on 
roaches' overwintering spots. 

"Usually there's one palm tree or other 

gathering spot that has thousands of roaches 
in it, that serves as a roach source for the 
whole neighborhood," said Koehler, work-
ing with scientists at the "Insects Affecting 
Man and Animals" Laboratory, a 
Gainesville outpost of the USDA Agricul-
tural Research Service. 

There's a lot of research that must be 
done first, however, Koehler said, and with 
little grant money available for roach bio-
control, the project depends on grad stu-
dent interest. 

"Luckily, Juan Correa Curbelo from 
Puerto Rico has decided to do his Ph.D. on 
the wasp, even though we could offer him 
no support. 

"We've just been trying to maintain the 
colony until we could get somebody like 
him in here," Koehler said. 

Curbelo will work on faster ways of rais-
ing the hagenowii wasps and researchers 
will see if its pupae (an encapsulated rest-
ing stage between worm-like larvae and 
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Dr. Phil Koehler of the University of Florida's IFAS 
holds a vial of roach-marauding wasps. 

free-flying adult) could be freeze-dried 
and distributed like a pesticide. 
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