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Introduction 
 

Boxelder bugs (Boisea trivittata) represent a 
species of true bug that is present throughout much 
of the eastern United States1. As their name suggests, 
boxelder bugs are found most often on boxelder trees 
(Acer negundo), which act as their primary host. 
Boxelder bugs are reliant on the tree’s seeds as a 
food source, which is why they stick to female fruit-
producing trees and are rarely found on male trees. 
While they are most often found on or around their 
namesake tree, boxelder bugs have also been 
reportedly seen on silver maples, sycamore maples, 
apple, pear, and plum trees2.  

 

 
Figure 1: Close-up image of a boxelder bug. Photo 
by Lee Townsend, University of Kentucky 
Entomology. 

 

 
Boxelder bug females lay their eggs on the 

leaves and branches of these trees, where they will 
hatch in around 11 to 19 days4. While boxelder bugs 
spend most of their lives in their host trees, they will 
sometimes be found on the ground at the bottom of 
the tree eating the seeds from the fallen fruit, which 
makes up most of their diet5. 
 
Identification 

Boxelder bug adults have black bodies with red 
lines running down the center and sides of their 
pronotum, the plate covering the insect’s thorax. 
Nymphs appear bright red, and both nymphs and 
adults have dark red eyes. Adults can grow up to 
half an inch in length3. 

One insect that the boxelder bug may be 
confused with is the milkweed bug (Oncopeltus 
fasciatus), which is also a plant-feeding hemipteran 
insect. Although boxelder bugs and milkweed bugs 
are roughly the same size and share the same 
colors, their patterns are different. While boxelder 
bugs are mostly black with thin red stripes, 
milkweed bugs have mostly orangish-red coloration 
separated by large patches or belt-like stripes of 
black.   

Fast Facts 
• Boxelder bugs are true bugs that are commonly found on fruit-bearing boxelder, maple, 

and ash trees.  
• While boxelder bugs can be an annoying presence during peak months, they do not 

bite or sting humans or animals. There is also no evidence that boxelder bugs can 
transmit diseases.  

• Boxelders do not have the potential to become a serious indoor pest as they rely on 
fruit-producing trees to reproduce.  



 

 

Figure 2: Boxelder bug adults and nymphs 
(immatures) on a leaf. Photo by Steven Katovich, 
Bugwood.org. 
 
Where Boxelder Bugs may be Found 

Boxelder bugs are commonly found near 
boxelder trees, whose range spans from New York 
to central Florida and as far west as Texas6, and this 
range is continuing to expand. Boxelder bugs begin 
to hatch in late May, and they will be active on host 
trees until early winter2. In order to warm 
themselves in the sun, boxelder bugs are often seen 
on the south side of trees, buildings, and other 
structures.  

During the colder months, boxelder bugs 
typically overwinter in leaf litter. However, 
occasionally boxelder bugs have been found 
clinging to siding of buildings for shelter from the 
cold. There have also been occasional reports of 
boxelder bugs finding their way into homes or 
businesses during the colder months, mistaking 
indoor heating for springtime conditions.  

Relationship with Humans 

Boxelder bugs have not been reported to 
cause harm to humans, pets, or livestock in any 
way. They also are unlikely to transmit any sort of 
disease to humans, animals, or plants. Boxelder 
bugs have a high preference for boxelder trees, so 
they are not considered an important pest for 
agricultural systems.  

If boxelder bugs do find their way into a 
home during the winter, they may be an annoying 
presence. While they do not bite or sting, boxelder 
bug fecal matter may stain fabrics or surfaces in the 
home. Similar to stinkbugs, they also release an 

unpleasant pungent odor when crushed. However, 
since females do rely on boxelder trees to lay their 
eggs, boxelder bugs do not have the potential to 
form a long-term infestation indoors.  

Management  

As boxelder bugs do not pose a significant 
risk to humans, animals, or agriculture, it is 
typically sufficient to not treat for them at all 
outdoors, as their populations will retreat again 
once the weather cools down. If boxelder bugs 
become an ongoing annoyance on or inside 
buildings, cutting down boxelder trees near the 
home or other structure may provide a solution. 
Chemical insecticides should not be applied 
directly to boxelder trees during flowering seasons 
as this could cause harm to beneficial insects, such 
as pollinators.  

Figure 3: Boxelder bug on boxelder tree leaf.  
Photo by Whitney Cranshaw, Colorado State 
University, Bugwood.org 

If boxelder bugs are found indoors during 
the fall or winter, they can be easily removed 
through sweeping or vacuuming. As boxelder bugs 
will not reproduce or live for long indoors, 
application of pesticides is usually not necessary. 
To prevent entry into the home during the cooler 
months, sealing any cracks around windows or 
doors may be sufficient to prevent boxelder bugs 
from getting inside.  
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