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Periodical Cicadas to Emerge Soon:  This spring many Mississippians will see, and hear, an 
emergence of periodical cicadas.  This is not something that happens every year, and it is not 
something that occurs everywhere in the state.  An emergence of periodical cicadas is one of the 
rarest and most amazing natural phenomena in the insect world.  Periodical cicadas only occur in 
eastern North America.  Broods of 17-year cicadas occur in more northern areas of this range, 
while here in the South we have 13-year cicadas. 
 
There are only three broods of 13-year cicadas in the world and Mississippi is the only state 
where all three broods occur.  Roman numerals are traditionally used to designate the different 
broods.  Brood XIX emerged in eastern MS in 2011, brood XXII emerged in a few counties in 
southwestern MS last year (see map on page 4), and Brood XXIII will emerge in much of the 
western part of the state this year.  Each brood takes 13 years to complete a generation, but each 
of these three broods is on a different emergence schedule.   
 
Periodical cicadas are easy to distinguish from the green-colored annual cicadas we see every 
year.  They are black with red eyes and orange-veined wings. They also emerge earlier in the 
year than annual cicadas, but it is their huge numbers and the loud singing of the males that make 
them so conspicuous.  In ideal habitats populations can exceed one million cicadas per acre and 
the combined singing of hundreds of thousands of males can make it difficult to carry on a 
normal conversation.  Residents of such areas are often relieved when an emergence has run its 
course, “I was so tired of that constant loud noise they make all day!”  Cicadas do not sing at 
night, but males are eager to resume singing the next day.  
 
Where do all these things come from?  They literally pop up out of the ground.  Periodical 
cicadas spend the vast majority of their lives underground as nymphs feeding on the roots of 
hardwood trees, they are only noticed during years when adults emerge.  Let’s begin the life 
cycle with the adults, which live about three or four weeks.  The males sing to attract a female, 
the females deposit their eggs in pencil-sized twigs, and the adults then die, leaving the eggs of 
the next generation to carry on the cycle.  The eggs hatch in about six weeks, and the tiny 
nymphs fall to the ground, dig into the soil, and search for a tree root to feed on.  After 13 years 
of feeding on sap from tree roots, the nymphs move near the soil surface in preparation for 
emergence.  When they sense the time is right, the nymphs will emerge, leaving ½ inch diameter 
holes in the ground; crawl a few feet up a tree trunk; molt one last time, leaving their empty 
nymphal skins attached to the tree; and move higher into the trees to enjoy their brief life as 
adults. 
 



Where and when will emergence of this brood of periodical cicadas occur? Brood XXIII is 
not limited to Mississippi; emergence will also occur in parts of seven other states: LA, AR, TN, 
MO, KY, IL and IN.  Although Brood XXIII is not the largest brood of 13-year cicadas (Brood 
XIX occurs in parts of 15 states), it is the largest brood in Mississippi, meaning that it will occur 
in more counties than either of the other two broods.  This year periodical cicadas are expected to 
emerge in roughly half of Mississippi’s 82 counties, largely on the western side of the state.  
Interestingly, there are some counties, like those in the coastal and southeastern part of the state, 
that never have periodical cicadas, while there are a few counties that host two broods of 13-year 
cicadas, Brood XXIII and one of the other two broods.  For example, Brood XIX occurs in 
eastern Oktibbeha county and Brood XXII occurs on the west side of the county.   
 
Whether or not you see and hear periodical cicadas in your neighborhood also depends on what 
the surrounding vegetation is like.  You won’t find cicadas emerging from tilled fields or pasture, 
pine plantations, or hardwood swamps that experience prolonged flooding, but upland hardwood 
forests can support amazingly high populations and urban landscapes with large hardwood trees 
can also host cicadas. 
 
Here in Mississippi emergence will likely begin in late April and the woods will be thrumming 
with cicadas through much of May, with numbers declining toward the end of the month.  By 
mid-June the songs of periodical cicadas will be replaced by those of annual cicadas.  However, 
weather conditions can affect the timing of emergence.  Last year’s emergence of Brood XXII 
was about two weeks later than expected due to cool spring temperatures. 
 
What species are they?  Surprisingly there is more than one species of 13-year cicada, but they 
all emerge at the same time.  Brood XXIII actually consist of four different species: Magicidada 
tredecim, M. tredecassini, M tredecula, and M. neotredecim.  These species differ subtly in size, 
coloration, and morphology, but the mating songs of the males sound distinctly different, 
especially to female cicadas.  Other broods of 13-year cicadas contain these same species, but 
17-year cicadas belong to one of three different species.   
 
Are periodical cicadas dangerous?  Although, their black and orange color certainly suggests 
they might be dangerous, cicadas are neither venomous nor poisonous.  In fact, they are eagerly 
eaten by many birds, reptiles, and mammals, and even a few people.  The warning colors are all 
bluff; periodical cicadas defend themselves from predators by overwhelming them with numbers, 
a defense strategy ecologists call “predator satiation.”  There are just so many cicadas the 
predators can’t eat them all before they can reproduce.    
 
The ovipositor of the female may look like a stinger, but it is better at penetrating tree bark than 
human skin.  I have never known anyone who had their skin pierced by a cicada ovipositor.  
People do sometimes report experiencing a sharp pin-prick from the mouthparts of cicadas, but 
this is rare and only occurs when handling the insects. 
 



Will these cicadas damage plants?  Yes they will, but in a rather unusual way.  Female cicadas 
use their strong, knife-like ovipositors to insert their eggs into the pencil-sized twigs of 
hardwood trees.  These egg-laying slits sometimes cause the twigs to break, usually about six to 
twelve inches from the end.  This results in a hanging brown “flagged twig.”  By late May 
hardwood trees in areas where cicadas occurred will be brown with flagged twigs.   
 
Although this ragged tip pruning does not cause serious long-term damage to mature hardwoods, 
it can be detrimental to young, recently-planted shade trees and fruit and nut trees growing in 
home lawns and commercial landscapes, orchards, and nurseries.   Gardeners may want to take 
steps to protect young trees that are especially valued or vulnerable.  For example, if your back 
yard is bordered by an oak-hickory forest and you have some young hardwood or fruit trees that 
are just getting established, you may want to protect these trees. 
 
The only effective way to protect such trees is to cover them with some type of netting that has a 
small enough mesh to exclude cicadas (Some bird netting is small enough; some is not.).  
Obviously this requires preventive planning and a good bit of work, which is why such 
protective measures are usually limited to small, high value trees.  With the possible exception of 
commercial orchards and nurseries, spraying with insecticides is not a practical or effective way 
to protect trees from cicada injury. 
 
More Information: To learn even more about periodical cicadas check out 
http://www.magicicada.org/magicicada_2015.php .  This web site is devoted solely to periodical 
cicadas and contains information and distribution maps for all know broods, including both 13-
year and 17-year broods. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
     
 
 
 
 

Emergence hole of a periodical cicada nymph.   
In suitable habitat there may be dozens of holes  
per square foot. 

Cicada nymphs molt into adults soon after 
emerging from the ground, leaving their empty 
nymphal skins behind. 



Mississippi Periodical Cicada Survey:  During the last two brood emergences, 2011 and 2014, 
we conducted a survey of periodical cicada occurrence.  This was accomplished with the help of 
county extension personnel and Master Gardeners located within the area, with the primary 
objective simply being to document whether or not periodical cicadas were found within a given 
county.  County offices were provided with vials of alcohol and data recording sheets and asked 
to collect up to five periodical cicadas and mail them in.  From the returned samples, two cicadas 
from each county were pinned, labeled, and deposited as voucher specimens in the Mississippi 
Entomological Museum at Mississippi State University.  We plan to conduct a similar survey 
this year for Brood XXIII, which upon completion, should give a coarse, county level record of 
periodical cicada distribution across the state.  Obviously, this survey is not extensive enough to 
provide detailed information on within county distribution or distribution of the different species 
within each brood. 
 
In 2011 Brood XIX periodical cicadas were collected from 16 counties in eastern MS with first 
collections occurring in Jasper county on April 24.  In 2014, Brood XXII periodical cicadas were 
collected from seven counties in southwestern MS, and first collections were not made until May 
11, in Amite county.  Emergence occurred about two weeks later than anticipated due to cool 
spring weather.  The following map shows the county distribution for each of these two broods.  
It will be interesting to see the distribution of this year’s emergence of Brood XXIII. 
 

 
  
_______________________________ 
Blake Layton, Extension Entomologist 
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