
The Asian Giant Hornet, AKA Murder Hornet 
 
Recently, there has been quite a bit of buzz (pun intended) about the Asian giant hornet, 
commonly called the “Murder Hornet.” From some accounts, you might get the impression that 
an apocalypse is upon us, but the truth, while not trivial, is much less frightful than that! 
 
So instead of feeding all the scary stories out there, we’d like to go into some facts and 
misconceptions about Asian giant hornets. The short of it is that yes, the Asian giant hornets 
can be dangerous, no, they are not everywhere and they are not “on the march,” and that you 
should have a functional knowledge and be able to make decisions about how to protect your 
property. Also, this is a reminder that hornets and wasps in general can be dangerous to 
humans and can cause other problems as well, and it’s a reminder that Sharp Lawn Care can 
help eradicate and prevent these threats. 
 
Appearance and Range 
 
The world’s largest hornet, the Asian giant hornet, as the name suggests, is native to East Asia, 
South Asia, the mainland parts of Southeast Asia, and some portions of the Russian Far East. 
At their largest, adults can be 2 inches long or more, with a wingspan of 3 inches and a stinger 
that is ¼ of an inch in length. Only females have stingers. Queens are the largest, of course, 
and they are often 33% larger than workers, or more. 
 
Asian giant hornets of both sexes have heads that are a light shade of orange. Eyes are dark 
brown or black, and the antennae are brown though orange-yellow at the base. Contained in its 
orange mandible is a prominent black tooth that it uses for digging. The wings are gray. Its 
midsection (thorax) is dark brown, and the abdomen has bands of yellow-orange and dark 
brown or black. Interestingly, the 6th band of the abdomen is always yellow. Finally, the forelegs 
are brighter than the mid and hind legs, and the base of each foreleg is darker than the rest of it. 
 
These hornets have a distinct preference for forests and low mountains, and they seem to 
nearly completely avoid places such as plains and alpine environments. They like subterranean 
nests and will create their own, take over burrows from other animals, or occupy abandoned 
ones. 
 
So if the Asian giant hornets are native to broad parts of eastern Asia, why are Americans 
becoming concerned about them? 
 
First, it’s worth remembering that plant and animal species don’t recognize borders and often 
spread to places unprepared to deal with them, where they can cause extensive damage to 
ecosystems. Also, remember that many problematic nonnative species got here as a result of 
purposeful or accidental introduction, often via shipping vessels or as attempts to control other 
species or provide food sources. 



 
Second, and more concretely, Asian giant hornets are now in the United States. In 2019, they 
were found in the Pacific Northwest, for now only in Washington, with three more sightings so 
far in 2020. They have also been found at least 5 times in British Columbia, including the 
Vancouver area, and scientists have established that the Washington and British Columbia 
hornets were from different colonies, meaning that there have been separate introductions. 
 
Although officials in Washington have taken quarantine measures in all cases and are trying to 
find and eradicate all of them, there is no guarantee they won’t spread. Again, we’re not trying to 
scare you; we just want to educate you. 
 
Mistaken Identity 
 
Another reason Americans are so worried about “Murder Hornets” right now is that other hornet 
species are often mistakenly “identified” as Asian giant hornets. In particular, cicada killer wasps 
(including the Pacific and Western varieties) are misidentified. 
 
During the summer of 2020, for example, there was a scare in Texas over sightings of “Murder 
Hornets.” Researchers received numerous photos from different people “documenting” the 
species, but in reality, the species turned out to be cicada killer wasps (also called the ground 
hornet), which are native to Texas and many other parts of the United States. In fact, many 
people have seen them many times, often doing what they do best-- killing cicadas. 
 
So how can you tell Asia giant hornets apart from the common cicada killer wasps? 
 

● The Asian giant hornets are 1.5-2 inches long, occasionally longer. On the other hand, 
the other wasp species are 1-1.5 inches in length. 

● This is a big giveaway: the heads of Asian giant hornets are as wide or wider than their 
thoraxes, but the heads of the cicada killer wasps are narrower than their midsections 
are. 

● As described previously, Asian giant hornets have a great variety of color. Cicada killer 
wasps, however, are more uniform in dark orange or brown. 

● The waist of the Asian giant hornet is pinched, with brown and orange stripes covering 
the abdomen. Cicada killer wasps have pinched waists as well, but their abdomen 
stripes, unlike those of their larger relative, are jagged. 

 
Here’s another useful thing to know: around their nests, Asian giant hornets are highly defensive 
and will sting anyone perceived as a threat. Cicada killer wasps, though, tend to be solitary and 
don’t usually engage in group attacks. Even when they do, the group sizes are typically smaller 
than the Asian giant hornet groups. 
 
Predation and Impacts 



 
The principal foods for Asian giant hornets are larger insects (mostly bees, other wasps and 
hornets, and mantises), colonies of eusocial insects, tree sap, and the honey produced by 
colonies of honey bees. 
 
It is to bees, especially honey bees, that Asian giant hornets pose their greatest threat. Although 
Japanese honey bees have developed a clever and effective system of defending their hives 
from Asian giant hornets (basically, a scout who encounters one sends a signal to the hive, 
where hundreds will gather to block the entrance and fight off the invaders), other species have 
not. 
 
The American honey bee, already under a lot of duress nationwide and showing alarming 
declines in numbers in some areas, would be particularly vulnerable since they would have had 
no prior exposure to Asian giant hornets at all. It is unlikely they would have time to adapt, and 
devastation could ensue. This is why officials in Washington are so alarmed by the confirmed 
sightings in recent years; they predict that if Asian giant hornets become established in 
Washington or elsewhere, they will decimate bee populations and establish themselves so 
strongly that eradication will be impossible. 
 
When Asian giant hornets attack a honey bee colony that is unprepared or unable to defend 
itself, things get ugly fast. An attacking hornet secretes a pheromone on the hive, and this 
pheromone is a beacon to other colony members that screams “Target!” In under 2 hours, the 
entire honey bee colony can be entirely wiped out as swarms of 50 or more hornets attack. The 
hornets even eradicate the young, feeding the brood to their own young. 
 
Threats to Humans 
 
Asian giant hornets are a threat to people as well, and possibly a lethal one. 
 
It’s not, as you might have expected, because they are the most venomous of hornets. In fact, 
they aren’t, and the sting of a single Asian giant hornet typically is not enough to kill a person. 
The danger, though, is twofold: these hornets deliver larger doses of venom, and they tend to 
attack in numbers. Therefore, the hornets can pose a mortal threat to humans, and although the 
numbers are not high, people do die from stings each year in the Asian countries they inhabit. 
 
Asian researchers have found that people who die from stings suffer 59 stings on average (with 
a standard deviation of 12) and that those who survive are stung an average of 29 times. 
 
Human deaths typically stem from anaphylactic shock, cardiac arrest, or the failure of multiple 
organs (the last of those becoming more likely with more stings). Of course, people who are 
allergic to bee and wasp stings are especially at risk. Even if you are not allergic, it is probably a 
good idea to seek medical attention if you are stung more than 10 times by any wasp or hornet. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eusociality


What To Do If You See One or Think You See One 
 
While it’s presently highly unlikely you will see an Asian giant hornet at this time, even in 
Washington state, if you do think you see one, remain calm and walk away. In Washington, 
contact the website for the Washington State Department of Agriculture. Elsewhere, contact 
your state's apiary inspector. If the suspect hornets are on your property, you could also consult 
a reputable lawn-care service that provides pesticide services and they may be able to help 
make an ID. 
 
If possible (and safe), take a picture or collect a dead specimen as well. 
 
Protection by Sharp Lawn Care 
 
By now, we hope we’ve informed you but haven’t scared you! Right now, the threat is extremely 
unlikely for the vast majority of the country, but if the hornets spread, it won’t be the first time an 
invasive species has spread in America and caused headaches and harm. 
 
The experts here at Sharp Lawn Care can help identify insects that concern you, and we can tell 
the difference between Asian giant hornets and other types. Furthermore, we provide 
pest-control treatments that will keep you, your loved ones, and your property safe from wasps, 
hornets, and other harmful insects. For a free estimate, contact us today! 
 
--------------- 
 
IMPORTANT: This written material has been prepared based on sources which you 
provided. Neither Flocksy or the creative who wrote the copy makes any claims whatsoever 
as to the accuracy of the information contained within, and they are not responsible for any 
legal or financial difficulty resulting from the use of this written material. We encourage you 
to review it thoroughly before disseminating it or using it in trade. 
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