
LONE PINE: The gas station’s ground was
covered with the small winged bugs.
Piles of carcasses, inches deep, sat swept
to the sides. On the road, they rained
onto car windshields. They flew by the
thousands toward even the smallest
sources of light, and crept along win-
dows and kitchen tables. Such has been
the skin-crawling reality for the past two
months in the high-desert communities
at the foot of the Sierra Nevada’s eastern
slopes, where residents have seen an
explosion of the black-and-red seed bug
species Melacoryphus lateralis.

“They’re in everything. There’s no way
to get rid of them or eradicate them.
They’re just here,” said Blair Nicodemus,
33, of Lone Pine, while driving with a bug
creeping on his windshield. “Sometimes
there will be these micro-plumes that’ll
come through where there will be just
thousands of them, and they’ll be all over
you. ... I’m sure I’ve eaten at least two
dozen, because they get into your food.”

Such outbreaks have happened in
Arizona’s Sonoran desert near Tucson,
but scientists say it’s the first one they
have record of in California. The influx
has been driven by a mild winter and
monsoonal weather, which provided
healthier vegetation for the nutrient-
sucking bugs, said David Haviland, an
entomologist with the University of
California Cooperative Extension in Kern
County.

Drought to blame 
The bugs’ flight into town and toward

the lights in homes, businesses or cars,
however, might be related to the drying
up of native vegetation in the summer
heat and the drought, said Nathan
Reade, agricultural commissioner for
Inyo and Mono counties. To the north, a
different type of bug is infesting the site
of the popular Burning Man countercul-
ture festival in Nevada’s Black Rock

Desert. State officials are working to
identify the green, coin-shaped insects
swarming the outdoor venue and biting
workers setting up for this year’s event,
which starts Aug 30. Entomologist Jeff
Knight, with the Nevada Department of
Agriculture, said the bugs aren’t blood-
suckers and don’t seem to pose a health
risk. 

In California, the outbreak of finger-
nail-sized seed bugs is a main topic of
conversation in the infested communi-
ties. A printout in a Lone Pine motel lob-
by warned people to keep their doors
shut at night, and a hotel worker advised
people to keep their car windows up if
lights are on. A Dollar General Store in
Inyokern limited its store hours after dark
to avoid dealing with the bugs.

Lia Sensanbaugh of Inyokern doesn’t
turn on her lights when at home. “I’ve got
them real bad,” she said. “I’ve been living
off my TV light for about a month and a
half.” Gas stations and rest areas along
Highway 395 - a roadway that crosses
through sparsely populated and rural
areas - are prime bug targets because of
their lights. After dark, the bugs swirl like
surreal artwork below the Pearsonville
Shell gas station’s overhead lights.

‘We can’t count them’ 
“Millions, tens, twenty, we can’t count

it,” gas station owner Soma Praba said. “At
night time, if you go into the station,
they’ll follow. They go everywhere. They
get on your body, your head.” Each morn-
ing Praba’s workers have spent three
hours sweeping the ground and using a
leaf blower to clear away piles of the
bugs. Around eight times a day, workers
will sweep, discovering two hours later
that the same amount of bugs are back,
Praba said with frustration.

Spraying insecticide hasn’t helped,
Praba said, and exterminators have been
equally stymied. The bugs also have lim-

ited natural enemies: Praying mantises
and some spiders or lizards will catch a
few. “But the amount of biological con-
trol is really insignificant compared to the
millions of insects that are out there,” said
Haviland, the entomologist. And resi-
dents are wary of importing more bugs
to worry about later. The only reprieve
from the seed bugs seems to be a windy
day and the recent smoke from fires. “We
are tired of it,” Praba said. “I am waiting for
the first snow to come.”

At a Lone Pine gas station this week,
the side of the building was covered with
bugs, and a woman was hosing off the

wall, despite the drought, said Kathi Hall,
who owns the town’s Mt. Whitney
Restaurant with her husband. Ridgecrest
Mayor Peggy Breeden said some people
in town use umbrellas while getting gas
because of the swarms overhead. She’s
fielded many dozens of concerned calls
and never seen anything like this in her
33 years there. She put together a notice
this week to post around town explain-
ing to visitors that the bugs are a harm-
less nuisance in the hopes that they’ll
return when the bugs die down. That
said, Breeden joked, “If frogs come, we’re
all leaving.” — AP 
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WASHINGTON: Internal documents released
late Fr iday show managers at  the US
Environmental Protection Agency were aware
of the potential for a catastrophic “blowout” at
an abandoned mine that could release “large
volumes” of wastewater laced with toxic heavy
metals.

EPA released the documents following
weeks of prodding from The Associated Press
and other media organizations. EPA and con-
tract workers accidentally unleashed 3 million
gallons of contaminated wastewater on Aug. 5
as they inspected the idled Gold King Mine
near Silverton, Colorado. Among the docu-
ments is a June 2014 work order for a planned
cleanup that noted that the old mine had not
been accessible since 1995, when the entrance
partially collapsed. The plan appears to have
been produced by Environmental Restoration,
a private contractor working for EPA. 

“This condition has likely caused impound-
ing of water behind the collapse,” the report
says.  “ln addition, other collapses within the
workings may have occurred creating addi-
t ional  water impounding condit ions.
Conditions may exist that could result in a
blowout of the blockages and cause a release
of large volumes of contaminated mine waters
and sediment from inside the mine, which
contain concentrated heavy metals.”

Toxic rivers 
A subsequent May 2015 action plan for the

mine also notes the potential for a blowout.
There are at least three ongoing investigations
into exactly how EPA triggered the disaster,
which tainted rivers in Colorado, New Mexico
and Utah with lead, arsenic and other contam-
inates. EPA says its water testing has shown

contamination levels have since fallen back to
pre-spill levels, though experts warn the heavy
metals have likely sunk and mixed with bot-
tom sediments that could someday be stirred
back up.

The documents, which the agency released
about 10:30 p.m. eastern time, do not include
any account of what happened immediately
before or after  the spi l l .  The wastewater
flowed into a tributary of the Animas and San
Juan rivers,  turning them a sickly yellow.
Elected officials in affected states and else-
where have been highly critical of the EPA’s ini-
tial response. Among the unanswered ques-
tions is why it took the agency nearly a day to
inform local officials in downstream communi-
ties that rely on the rivers for drinking water.
Much of the text in the documents released
Friday was redacted by EPA officials. Among
the items blacked out is the line in a 2013 safe-
ty plan for the Gold King job that specifies
whether workers were required to have
phones that could work at the remote site,
which is more than 11,000 feet up a mountain.
EPA did not immediately respond Friday night
to questions from the AP. In the wake of the
spill, it has typically taken days to get any
detailed response from the agency, if at all.

On its website, contractor Environmental
Restoration posted a brief statement last week
confirming its employees were present at the
mine when the spill occurred. The company
declined to provide more detail, saying that to
do so would violate “contractual confidentiali-
ty obligations.” The EPA has not yet provided a
copy of its contact with the firm. On the March
2015 cost estimate for the work released
Friday, the agency blacked out all the dollar
figures. — AP 

Seed bugs swarm California, 
Infest homes, cars and lives

Skin-crawling reality for past two months

LONE PINE: In this Aug. 14, 2015, photo provided by Matthew Hengst, bugs swarm at a service station. — AP photos

EPA knew of ‘blowout’
risk at gold mine

SILVERTON: Water flows through a series of retention ponds built to contain and fil-
ter out heavy metals and chemicals from the Gold King mine wastewater leak, in the
spillway downstream from the mine. — AP

SYDNEY: An Australian university said yes-
terday it had set a world record for the
most people stargazing from one place,
with hundreds of professional and ama-
teur astronomers turning to the heavens.
Organiser Brad Tucker said more than
1,800 people were officially counted as
having taken part in the event at the
Australian National University campus in
Canberra on Friday evening, after initially
forecast poor weather held off.

“It was cloudy... and right around the
time we needed to set the record, the
clouds parted and we could see the
moon,” Tucker, from the Research School of
Astronomy and Astrophysics, told AFP.  All

those who took part were using tele-
scopes, binoculars or some other device
with a high-power lens to study the night
sky for 10 minutes at the same time. Tucker
said the event demonstrated that when it
came to astronomy, “everyone can do it”.

The ANU said representatives from
Guinness World Records declared the
new record of 1,869, which was well
above the previous record of 640 people
at a single site. Tucker said the ANU event
was one of about 50 taking place around
Australia on Friday which would hopeful-
ly also break the record for the most peo-
ple gazing at the stars from multiple sites
at one time.  — AFP 

Australians set new
stargazing record


