
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Invading Insects: Darkling Ground Beetles 
by Michelle Le Strange, Master Gardener Program 
 
Five years ago, I wrote:  “In mid-June and with no forewarning 
my patio was invaded by an army of insects.  One weekend I was 
entertaining friends and toddlers in the backyard and the next 
weekend I was defending my property with garden hose, broom, 
and insecticide bait.  I woke up on a Sunday morning to see an 
endless steady stream of small bugs marching up and over my 
cedar fence, across the cement walkway, and up the stucco wall 
of my house to my half-moon window.  Yikes!”  Yes, it turns out 
that my backyard was invaded by the False Chinch Bug. 
 
Times sure were different back then.  We had just experienced a 
“normal” rainfall year.  The house and farm next door to me were 
for sale then, and those properties had been vacant for some time.  
Weeds were abundant with the significant rainfall that we had in 
the valley.  I learned that false chinch bugs spend the winter on 
annual weeds and often are most serious in years with wet, cool springs.  Relatively cool spring and early 
summer weather prolongs the survival of weeds and natural vegetation, resulting in greater increases in false 
chinch bug populations.  When the weeds dry up, the bugs seek another place to live. 
 
Okay, so with weeds growing on both sides of my property, it 
made sense that I had a bug invasion that year.  Zoom forward 
five years and we are now in the middle of a disparaging drought 
with scorching hot spring and summer temperatures, and I also 
have new neighbors.  The farm property has a “natural” 
landscape with all vegetation disked down a few times a year and 
the residential property owner never replaced the back yard 
landscape.  So this year with virtually no rain, few weeds, and hot 
spring weather I was once again surprised by another bug 
invasion.  This time the critters were not marching in formation 
but they were numerous and kept coming in waves.   
 
I retrieved my magnifying glass for a closer look at the insects 
and decided that they were not the False Chinch Bug.  I 
emailed a brief description of the insect to the County’s Ag Biologist, Dennis Haines, and he informed me that 
they were likely the Small Darkling Ground Beetle (Blapstinus histricus).  I double checked the UC IPM 
website to confirm it.  Now I had certainly heard of this beetle before, but I never knew that they could build up 
such huge populations!   
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According to Dennis, they feed in dry grassy areas and migrate 
out of them when the weather turns really hot (like now).  The 
larvae feed on the dry grass that's mixed with the dirt clods.  The 
adults can chew off seedlings or damage new growth on a 
number of plants, but usually they're just a nuisance.  In my yard 
I don’t see much plant damage, considering the large number of 
adult beetles.  
 
Darkling beetles are dull bluish black or brown.  They never have 
color patterns on the back.  In most species, the segments at the 
tip of the antenna are slightly larger than segments at the base of 
the antenna.  Darkling beetles are found throughout California.  In 
my yard, the average adult beetle measures just over one-quarter 
(¼) inch in length.  
 
By mid-June, the succulence of the plants and weeds in the old farmyard were all dried up and the darkling 
beetles decided it was time to move to greener pastures, my landscape!  Migrations generally occur in the early 
morning or late evening, when the beetles are seeking shelter and higher humidity.   
 
My reaction to the problem was to sweep them away from the house and toward the flower bed, but not back 
into the soil.  I laid a band of granular ant and insecticide bait along the house and garden perimeters that the 
beetles would have to crawl through.  This seemed to stop them in their tracks.  Seven days later I swept the bait 
and the thousand dead bugs into the edge of the flower beds.   
 
There are several general insecticides that are effective.  Most contain a synthetic pyrethroid (bifenthrin, 
cyhalothrin) like you would find in bags of lawn insecticides, but you might also use carbaryl.  Just be sure that 
it is effective on several types of bug and beetle insects.  Always be careful when using granular or powder 
insecticides, especially when toddlers and pets are around.  Spray insecticides would also work, if they have 
residual action.  
 
Migrations into buildings may occur through openings and cause nuisance problems, however these bugs do not 
bite, do not feed, nor cause indoor damage.  If they get trapped inside, they just die, and you vacuum them up.  
If you choose to spray an insecticide, be sure it is safe to use indoors.  
 
Next spring, I am keeping an eye on my neighbor’s weeds.  To avoid a migration of darkling ground beetles, 
you must prevent a buildup of insect populations.  So hoe (disk, destroy, spray) the weeds when they are young 
and succulent. 
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