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IDENTIFICATION: 
The Elm seed bug, Arocatus melanocephalus, is a true bug (taxonomic Order: Hemiptera, the same as 
boxelder bugs, Lygus plant bugs, stink bugs, bed bugs and many other familiar examples).   True bugs are 
insects that as adults fold their wings flat over their backs in a crossing pattern and have piercing-
sucking mouthparts that point backwards under the head.  True bugs are often confused with beetles, 
but beetles fold their wings straight in a straight over their back leaving a straight-line seam. Beetles also 
have chewing mouthparts, not needle-like mouth parts like true bugs. 
 
Adult elm seed bugs are approximately 1/3-inch long and are dark chocolate brown in color with rusty-
red markings.  A unique identifying feature is the scutellum, the backward-pointing triangle behind the 
head and pronotum (the collar-like shield immediately behind the head).   The scutellum of elm seed 
bugs is surrounded by rusty-red.  On close examination (under magnification and adequately bright 
light) you will see that the edge of the body (looking down at the top of the bug) slightly extends beyond 
the wings and has a series of five or so narrow white to red bands that appear as spots around the wing 
margins.   If you turn the bug over you will see that the first few abdominal segments (immediately 
behind the legs) are reddish but the last segments are dark brown. 
 

Dorsal (top) view of an adult elm seed bug.  Note 
the dark scutellum (enclosed by the white triangle) 
is surrounded by red (area enclosed by white 
square). Red arrows point to the light bands on the 
margin of the body that extend beyond the wings. 

Ventral (bottom) surface, adult elm seed bug 
showing the red abdominal segments behind the 
legs.  Both photos by Frank Merickel, University of 
Idaho 
 

  
PRESENCE IN IDAHO: 
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The elm seed bug has been known from Idaho since July 2009 when Sue Bell (University of Idaho, Ada 
County Extension Educator) submitted specimens collected inside a Boise home to Frank Merickel 
(Manager, University of Idaho Barr Entomological Museum) for identification.   Specimens first were 
definitively identified as Arocatus melanocephalus (Family: Lygaeidae) during 2012 by Thomas Henry 
(Research Entomologist, Systematic Entomology Laboratory, National Museum of Natural History, 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington DC). 
 
Specimens have been collected from Canyon and Ada counties every year since 2009 in Idaho.  
Collection dates range from mid-June through mid-Aug 2009-2012 except for a single adult collected in 
Ada County from firewood during March.  In August of 2012, elm seed bugs were collected from 
Malheur Co. OR.   All specimens submitted were adults     
 
NATIVE GEOGRAPHIC RANGE: 
Southern Europe from 40 to 50 north latitude (i.e., Portugal, Spain, France and eastward into Russia).  
These latitudes encompass all of Idaho from Canada south to Nevada and Utah.  It is not known, 
however, if the elm seed bug will be able to survive over that entire range in Idaho. 
 
HOST-PLANT RANGE: 
European (mainly Italian) literature says that nymphs and adults feed on the seeds of elm (Ulmus 
campestris; English elm, and U. pumila; Siberian elm) but bugs also can be collected from oak and linden 
trees.  These are true bugs (same taxonomic Order as boxelder bugs, Lygus plant bugs, true stink bugs) 
and so like all bugs they feed with piercing-sucking mouthparts. 
 
PEST STATUS IN IDAHO: 
These are true bugs (same taxonomic order as boxelder bugs, Lygus plant bugs, true stink bugs) and so 
like all true bugs they feed with piercing-sucking mouthparts.  Since the elm seed bug feeds almost 
entirely on elm seeds, it is un likely to be a pest of consequence (unless it is your business to produce 
elm seeds).  
 
Elm seed bug is considered a nuisance pest during July/August when adult bugs congregate on homes 
and buildings (esp. structures adjacent to elm trees) and subsequently but accidentally crawl into 
homes.  They do not bite, sting, feed on stored foods or damage structures.  Like many true bugs, elm 
seed bugs do emit odors that some people find unpleasant.  
 
LIFE CYCLE: 
The precise life cycle in Idaho has is not yet known, but is likely to be similar to that of elm seed bugs in 
southern Europe.  Elm seed bugs likely develop through a single generation yearly, overwintering as 
adults in protected places and becoming active when temperatures warm early spring (as early as 
March) likely coinciding with the appearance of elm flowers.  Overwintering adults lay eggs on elm and 
die shortly afterward.  The eggs laid by the overwintering adults hatch and develop through five 
nymphal stages, or instars, and then to adults by early to mid-summer (June?).  These summer adults 
move from trees and accidentally invade homes during periods of hot, dry weather in July and August 
(as do many other insects and spiders) and perhaps also later in the fall when searching for 
overwintering sites. 
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WHAT TO DO WITH SUSPECT SPECIMENS: 
Send specimens to the ISDA per instructions at:  
 
http://www.agri.idaho.gov/Categories/NewsEvents/Documents/PressReleases/2012/ElmSeedBugIdaho
120718.pdf 
 
 
ADVICE FOR HOMEOWNERS DEALING WITH BUGS INSIDE HOMES 
 
1. Remove bugs by vacuuming as needed; we suggest using a shop-vacuum so as to not contaminate 

the household vacuum with their scent. 
 
2.  Apply residual insecticides OUTSIDE HOMES as a barrier along the foundation and around patios, 
 doors and windows where bugs might gain entry.   Any of the many over-the-counter homeowner 
 insecticides registered as outdoor barrier treatments for crawling insect control should be effective.   
 For specific pesticide products, see recommendations for related home-invading nuisance bugs in 
 these two University of Idaho publications: 
 
 http://www.cals.uidaho.edu/edComm/pdf/CIS/CIS1147.pdf   
 
 http://www.cals.uidaho.edu/edComm/pdf/CIS/CIS1155.pdf 
 
 AS ALWAYS, unless the label specifically says the product can be used as a perimeter barrier 
 treatment outside homes for general crawling insect control, then the homeowner has selected the 
 wrong product. 
 
3. We do not recommend use of insecticides inside homes; the elm seed bug is extremely active and 

one would  need to treat every room.  Nor do we advise treatment of elm trees to kill bugs. 
 
4. Bug proof homes by caulking and weather-stripping. 
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