It’s a Cicada’s Life
By Nancy Landry

We’ve seen them in Weaverville and also Johnson City. They’re loud, they’re in a hurry and they’re weird-looking. Sound like an extra-terrestrial or an ex-boy or girlfriend?  They’re not.  They are the 17 year Periodical Cicada; Brood XIV and they have emerged to mate within their three to four weeks of adult existence. Our area in Western North Carolina is expected to experience heavy populations, so ready yourself with some quick facts about the longest living insect in North America.

It is often called the 17 Year Locust, but this is a misnomer. The Periodical Cicada about to emerge has been underground since 1991 when it dropped down from its hatching site in a woody tree or shrub branch and entered the soil to feed on root fluids.  It has gone through at least five growing stages in the 17 years before finally coming up to the soil surface from a depth range of 2” to 24”. The mature nymph starts burrowing upward to within 1” below the surface starting in April and waits until the proper time to emerge. This signal to emerge is believed to be a soil temperature of around 64 degrees.  The nymph exits a ½” hole and crawls upwards for about one foot where it attaches itself to a plant stem or other vertical object and splits out of its nymphal skin, usually within an hour or less. It is about 1 1/2” long with a wingspan of 3”; is stout, black to brownish with orange veined wings and bulging, dark red eyes.

Cicadas are clumsy fliers and often collide into objects during flight. The males sing but the females are silent. After about 10 days during which their outer skin hardens, mating occurs and the females begin to lay their eggs in deciduous trees and woody shrubs.  There can be some tree and woody shrub damage to the ends of branches from the slits the female makes to deposit her eggs.  Each female lays 400 to 600 eggs in groups of 24 to 28 eggs per slit.  Also, adults do feed by sucking plant fluids.  Densities can be as high as one million per acre but are normally in hundreds to the low thousands.  The adults live for 3 to 4 weeks and are usually gone by the end of July.  Cicadas do not sting or bite, are not poisonous nor carry any diseases, and birds and fish love them, gorging on them throughout the emergence.

The newly hatched nymphs of Brood XIV will drop to the ground and enter the soil, not to be seen in this area again until 2025.  There are fourteen different broods of the 17 year cicada that emerge in different areas of Eastern North America in different years as well as five broods of the 13 year cicada. NC sees only five broods of the former and one brood of the latter. Wolf Laurel may see only one or two of all the broods, so sit back and enjoy the spectacle for this year.

