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Eastern Yellowjacket
By Pat Dickey, Fairfax Master Gardener
�T �h�e � �E �a �s�t�e �r �n� �Y�e �l �l �o �w�j �a �c �k �e �t� �( �V�e �s�p �u�l �a � �m�a �c �u�l �i �f�r �o �n�s�) � �i �s� �a � �n�a �t�i �v�e �
�w�a �s�p � �t�h�a �t� �i �s� �b �o �t�h� �a � �n�u�i �s�a �n�c �e � �t�o � �h�u�m�a �n�s� �w�i �t �h� �i �t�s�
�a �g�g�r �e �s�s�i �v�e � �s�t�i �n�g�s�, � �a �s� �w�e �l �l � �a �s� �a � �b �e �n�e �f�i �c �i �a �l � �i �n�s�e �c �t� �f�o �r � �o �u�r �
�g�a �r �d �e �n�s�. � �Y�e �l �l �o �w�j �a �c �k �e �t�s� �a �r �e � �m�o �s�t� �n�o �t�a �b �l �y � �p �r �e �s�e �n�t� �i �n� �t�h�e �
�l �a �t�e � �s�u�m�m�e �r � �a �n�d � �f�a �l �l � �w�h�e �n� �t�h�e �i �r � �n�e �s�t�s� �b �e �c �o �m�e � �l �a �r �g�e �, � �a �n�d �
�w�h�e �n� �t�h�e �y � �f�o �r �a �g�e � �f�o �r � �s�w�e �e �t�s� �a �n�d � �m�e �a �t�s� �t�h�a �t� �w�e � �e �a �t�. �
�
�T �h�i �s� �n�a �t�i �v�e � �w�a �s�p � �l �i �v�e �s� �m�o �s�t�l �y � �i �n� �t�h�e � �e �a �s�t�e �r �n� �U�n�i �t�e �d � �S�t�a �t�e �s�, �
�f�r �o �m� �N�o �r �t�h� �D�a �k �o �t�a � �t�o � �T �e �x �a �s� �a �n�d � �e �a �s�t� �t�o � �t�h�e � �A�t�l �a �n�t�i �c �
�O�c �e �a �n�. � �A� �w�o �r �k �e �r � �y �e �l �l �o �w�j �a �c �k �e �t� �i �s� �a � �s�t�e �r �i �l �e � �f�e �m�a �l �e �, � �1 �2 � �m�m�
�o �r � �1/2 �i �n�c �h� �l �o �n�g�. � �T �h�e � �q �u�e �e �n� �i �s� �s�l �i �g�h�t�l �y � �l �a �r �g�e �r �, � �u�p � �t�o � �1 �8 �
�m�m�. � �Y�e �l �l �o �w�j �a �c �k �e �t�s� �a �r �e � �b �l �a �c �k � �a �n�d � �y �e �l �l �o �w�, � �a �n�d � �t�h�e �i �r � �f�i �r �s�t�
�a �b �d �o �m�i �n�a �l � �s�e �g�m�e �n�t� �h�a �s� �a �n� �a �n�c �h�o �r �-�s�h�a �p �e �d � �b �l �a �c �k � �m�a �r �k �i �n�g�. �
�T �h�e �r �e � �i �s� �a �l �s�o � �a � �c �o �n�t�i �n�u�o �u�s� �y �e �l �l �o �w� �b �a �n�d � �t�h�a �t � �a �l �m�o �s�t�
�e �n�c �i �r �c �l �e �s� �t�h�e � �e �y �e �s�. � �V�e �s�p �u�l �a � �d �e �n�o �t�e �s� �a � �s�o �c �i �a �l � �w�a �s�p � �s�u�b �g�e �n�u�s�. � �M �a �c �u�l �i �f�r �o �n�s� �d �e �s�c �r �i �b �e �s� �s�p �o �t�t�e �d � �m�a �r �k �i �n�g�s� �o �n� �t�h�e �
�h�e �a �d �, � �a �n�o �t�h�e �r � �c �h�a �r �a �c �t�e �r �i �s�t�i �c �.

Worker yellowjackets have defined waists and are often mistaken for honey bees that look like them, but do
not have waists. The yellowjackets also have hard, shiny, almost hairless bodies, while honey bees are
covered with dense hair. Yellowjackets also have developed mouthparts that they use to capture insects
and chew meat.

The queen yellowjacket overwinters in a protected location, such as leaf litter or under bark of dead trees.
She then searches for the appropriate place for her nest in the spring. This place could be a creek bed, a
lawn, a rock wall, the forest floor, or an abandoned nest. Occasionally, a void in the wall or in a structure is
selected as the perfect hidden place. The queen builds a small paper nest where she deposits her eggs. She
feeds the larvae about 20 days, after which they pupate and emerge as worker-daughters.

These workers then gather wood fibers to expand the nest, forage
for food, care for the queen and develop a defense for the colony.
The nest can expand to reach 4,000 to 5,000 workers with 10,000
to 15,000 cells inside the nest by August or September. Worker
adults must find protein for the larvae. They chew captured
insects or meat and bring it back to the nest to feed the larvae.
The larvae in turn secrete a sugary substance that is eaten by the
adults. New queens and males called drones make up the last
generation and mate before leaving the nest. Workers work
frantically to feed the new queens, resulting in their presence at
outside parks and eating areas. Workers, drones and the old
queen die at the onset of cold temperatures. To complete the life
cycle, the new queens seek protected places to overwinter.

Workers aggressively defend their nest and can sting repeatedly. However, they are beneficial insects that
feed on earwigs, caterpillars and beetles and should not be disturbed unless it is necessary. If the nest is
too close to a building entrance or is found in an area where mowing occurs, a professional pest control
specialist should be called to remove it. Any nests found inside of a building should also be professionally
removed. Nests are usually removed late in the night when worker yellowjackets have returned to the nest
and are more quiet from the cooler temperatures. Liquid or dust insecticides are used, and those removing
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the nest will wear protective clothing. Spraying the entire area should be avoided, and bug zappers should
not be used.

If you see yellowjackets outside near eating areas or trash cans, do not swat at them or wave your arms.
Gently brush them aside from your food. If yellowjackets sting after being bothered, they release a
pheromone, a chemical, that signals other wasps to come towards you. If you are stung, apply ice or a
sting-relieving ointment or cream. For some people who are allergic, a single sting may cause a serious
reaction.
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