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Cockroach Invasions and Management
by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Program
Cockroaches seem to be much more abundant this year. I’ve noticed them outside in the mulch, in the
sprinkler valve boxes, and crawling outside buildings at night. Primarily I’ve been seeing the American
cockroach.
There are six species of cockroaches in California that can become pests: German cockroach,
brownbanded cockroach, oriental cockroach, smokybrown cockroach, American cockroach, and
Turkestan cockroach. A seventh species, the field cockroach, is not really a pest. It is usually found
outdoors, but sometimes comes indoors when it is hot or dry and is often mistaken for the German
cockroach. Of these seven species, the one that has the greatest potential for becoming persistent
and troublesome is the German cockroach, which prefers indoor locations. Oriental and American
cockroaches occasionally pose problems in moist, humid areas. For help with identification go to
www.ipm.ucdavis.edu for the Pest Note on Cockroaches.
The German and brownbanded cockroaches inhabit buildings, whereas the oriental, smokybrown,
American, and Turkestan cockroaches usually live outdoors or in masonry enclosures away from
buildings, only occasionally invading buildings themselves. It is important to correctly identify the
species involved in a cockroach infestation so that the most effective control method(s) may be chosen.
Managing cockroaches is not easy. First determine where the roaches are located. The more hiding
places you locate and manage, the more successful your control program will be. Remember that
cockroaches are tropical and most like warm hiding places with access to water. Reduction of food and
water sources and hiding places is essential. If cockroaches have access to food, then baits (which are
a primary control tool) have limited effect. Sprays alone will not eliminate cockroaches. An Integrated
Pest Management approach using several strategies is needed.
Use the IPM Approach - Change the situation that promotes cockroaches!
Reduce food and water sources.
Eliminate hiding places.
Consider using baits.
Avoid sprays.
Use traps to monitor the population.
The keys to controlling cockroaches are sanitation and exclusion: cockroaches are likely to reinvade as
long as a habitat is suitable to them (i.e., food, water, and shelter are available), so the conditions that
promoted the infestation must be changed. In addition to sanitation and exclusion, baits can be
effective against most species of cockroaches. Pesticide spray products are registered for use on

cockroaches and may temporarily suppress populations, but they usually do not provide long-term
solutions and are not generally recommended. Commercially available devices that emit ultrasound to
repel cockroaches are not effective.
Exclusion and Removal of Hiding Places
During the day cockroaches hide around water heaters, in cupboard cracks, stoves, crawl spaces,
outdoor vegetation, and many other dark locations. They invade kitchens and other areas at night.
Prevent access to the inside of buildings through cracks, conduits, under doors, or through other
structural flaws. If it is not practical to remedy these problem areas, treat them with boric acid
powder insecticides formulated for cockroach control.
Baits. Bait products are the primary pesticides used to treat cockroach infestations. They can be
packaged as pastes, gels, granules, or dusts. Most insecticides used in baits are slow acting.
Consequently an effective bait program does not give immediate results, but may take 7 days or longer.
Baits can be quite effective for long-term control of cockroaches unless the cockroaches have other
food sources available to them.
Baits do not control all cockroaches equally. Female cockroaches with egg cases do very little feeding
and avoid open spaces; consequently they are less likely to be immediately affected by a bait.
Bait Stations. The most popular form for home use is prefilled bait stations, which are small plastic
units that contain an attractive food base along with an insecticide. Refillable bait stations are
available in stores and are refilled with bait granules or gel. The advantage of bait stations is that
insecticides can be confined to a small area rather than being dispersed, and they are relatively child
resistant. Baits in plastic containers also remain effective for many months.
Gel Bait. For crack and crevice treatments, gel baits can be very effective. Apply gel using a bait gun
or syringe in small dabs in cracks and crevices where cockroaches will find it. While they are fresh,
bait gels are very effective when placed in locations where they will be found by cockroaches. To
remain effective, however, the gels need to be reapplied frequently. Bait gels dehydrate in about 3
days when left in open air. Gels are most effective if applied in indoor areas.
Available commercial baits may contain abamectin, boric acid, fipronil, hydramethylnon, indoxacarb or
imidacloprid mixed with a food base. These vary in effectiveness according to cockroach species.
Dusts. Insecticidal dusts can be an important part of an IPM program when applied in enclosed, out of
the way locations where cockroaches hide. The most common active ingredient (a.i.) is boric acid
powder. Boric acid powder is a contact poison and can be used preventively or when treating existing
infestations. Boric acid powder is the least repellent of all the insecticides for cockroach control, and
if it remains dry and undisturbed, it provides control for a very long time. Because it has a positive
electrostatic charge, the dust clings to the body of a cockroach as it walks through a treated area and
the cockroach ingests small amounts when it grooms itself. Because boric acid powder is fairly slow
acting, it may take 7 days or more to have a significant effect on a cockroach population. Blow dust into
cracks and crevices or lightly spread it in areas where visible residues are not a problem and where
people will not contact it. Because of its toxicity to plants, boric acid is not recommended for outdoor
use.
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Follow-Up
After a cockroach IPM program has been started, evaluate the effectiveness of the methods that are
being used with regular monitoring. Use traps or visual inspections to help determine if further
treatment is necessary.

