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There has been a lot of press lately concerning “Kissing Bugs” and the disease that they carry.  There is 
concern that they can pass it on to people.  I’ve already received several phone calls about it and even had 
one brought in to the office for identification, although it was not the Kissing Bug, so I went ahead and 
contacted Dr. Nancy Hinkle, UGA Extension Entomologist, about it and here’s what she had to say. 
 
Kissing bugs are actually triatomine bugs. They get their common name because when they bite people, 
they bite on the face and lips.  They survive by feeding on the blood of mammals and have been in 
Georgia for millions of years. They and their relatives such as leaf-footed bugs, wheel bugs, and stink 
bugs are common but kissing bugs are not deadly and most of them are not infected with the parasite that 
causes Chagas disease. 
 
The Chagas disease parasite is transmitted only by the feces of specific kissing bugs. In other words, 
being bitten by the bug will not harm you but rubbing the bug’s excrement in your eyes, swallowing or 
inhaling it, might make you sick.  Symptoms of the disease include flu like symptoms, eyes swelling, and 
later on, possible heart and digestive problems. 
 
While Chagas disease is not uncommon in Central and South America, only 23 cases acquired here in the 
U.S. have been reported in the last 60 years. Areas of Texas just north of Mexico have lots of infected 
kissing bugs, and that’s why Texas is in the news. 
 
For us here in the Southeast, the risk isn't being bitten by a kissing bug (because there’s very little chance 
of that), but rather, the riskier behavior would be cleaning up raccoon, opossum, skunk or armadillo nests 
because that's where the bugs live and where kissing bug feces are most concentrated. 
 
Since we can only get infected with Chagas disease by getting the bug's feces inside us such as through a 
break in the skin, swallowing, inhalation, or rubbing our eyes, again, there’s not much risk if we stay 
away from the nests of wild animals. 
 
What can you do to avoid running into a kissing bug?  Keep bugs out of your home by turning off porch 
lights at night to avoid attracting the bugs. Seal around doors and windows with weather-stripping and 
replace door sweeps.  Keep in mind that if cold air can’t get in, neither can kissing bugs. 
 
Freezing cold nights are sending kissing bugs into hibernation, so the risk is even lower this time of year.  
When temperatures rise in the spring a granular barrier of insecticide might keep them out, but removing 
hiding places such as wood piles, heavy mulch, and loose leaf litter will be more effective.  If you have a 
pet that goes out doors and sleeps inside be sure and check their sleep area and keep it clean. 
 
Not every potential reservoir is infected. Here in the Southeast very few of the bugs carry the parasite. In 
the U.S. we are more likely to die in an automobile accident than to ever in our whole lives get infected 
with Chagas disease. 
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