CARPENTER ANTS

Integrated Pest Management In and Around the Home

Several species of carpenter ants, Cam-
ponotus spp., are capable of damaging
wood in buildings and other struc-
tures. Carpenter ants cause problems
mainly in mountainous areas and in
forested rural areas along the central
and northern coastlines of California;
they may also invade buildings in ur-
ban locations.

IDENTIFICATION

Most carpenter ants (Fig. 1) can be
easily distinguished from other species
of ants by their large size, up to /2 inch
long. Common species are dark, often
black. Carpenter ants cannot sting but
if handled can inflict a painful bite
with their powerful jaws. They emit a
noxious excretion of formic acid when
disturbed. Winged ants, which leave
the nest to mate and establish new
colonies, are sometimes confused with
termites (Fig. 2).

LIFE CYCLE

Carpenter ants feed on both dead and
living insects, aphid and scale honey-
dew, and juices of ripe fruit. Carpenter
ants enter buildings in search of food
and may construct nests containing
several thousand individuals some-
where within the building. Nests con-
structed indoors may be satellite
colonies of a larger nest located outside
near the building, usually in trees. As
many as twenty satellite colonies can
be associated with a single main colony
that contains the queen(s).

DAMAGE

Although ants do not eat wood, they
bore into wood to make their nests,
which consist of extensive networks of
galleries usually begun in areas soft
from decay. Indoor carpenter ant nests

building, sometimes causing serious
structural damage. They also nest in
wall voids, hollow doors, cracks and
crevices, furniture, and termite galler-
ies. Infestations can occur in new
buildings when land clearing in the
area disturbs existing native colonies.
In the wild, carpenter ants nest in soil
and beneath rocks; they bore into liv-
ing and dead trees and stumps.

MANAGEMENT

Exclude carpenter ants from buildings
by caulking cracks and blocking other
entrances whenever possible. Trim
branches and limbs of trees and shrubs
that touch the building to keep ants
from gaining access to these routes.
Eliminate food sources inside the
building or prevent access to suitable
food by keeping it in ant-proof contain-
ers. Use a mulch, such as gravel or
stones, around the perimeter of the
building to discourage nest building.
Locate and destroy colonies in tree
stumps and other nearby places. Elimi-
nate damp conditions that promote
wood decay. Replace decayed or dam-
aged wood and correct problems that
caused the decay, such as clogged rain
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Figure 1. Carpenter ant adult.

gutters. Increase ventilation to damp
areas beneath the building and in at-
tics. Store firewood up off the ground
and several feet away from buildings
to discourage carpenter ant colonies.

Search for nesting sites in the building.
Nests may be located by observing ant
activity and following their trails, espe-
cially during the night because many
species are nocturnal. To attract the
ants, set out food such as a mixture of
sugar and milk or sliced up crickets
and then follow the workers back to
the nest. Try to find the gallery open-

Termite

Antenna
not elbowed

Wings (if present)
have many small veins.
Front and hind wings
are same size.

are bored into wooden parts of the Figure 2. Distinguishing features of ants and termites.
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Figure 3. The sawdust produced by carpenter ants is distinctly different from pellet-

ized frass produced by termites.

ings, which are usually small oval
holes. Look for sawdust accumulations
associated with these openings. Car-
penter ant sawdust is considerably
different from the pelletized frass left
by drywood termites (Fig. 3). Once
colony openings are located, apply
insecticide formulations (containing
materials such as permethrin,
cyfluthrin, boric acid, or disodium
octaborate tetrahydrate) or desiccant

dusts through these openings and
other holes drilled into the galleries.
Desiccant dusts are inert dusts com-
bined with absorptive powders (diato-
maceous earth or silica gel) that
destroy insects by absorbing their pro-
tective outer body cover, causing them
to dry out, or desiccate. Of the desic-
cant dusts, diatomaceous earth is
readily available in retail stores, but

ever, because they can cause serious
lung irritation. Also, avoid the use of
chlorpyrifos and diazinon; landscape
and residential use of these materials
in urban areas has been identified as a
source of pollution for California’s
creeks and rivers.

If you use toxic baits, be sure to use
slow-acting formulations so that the
ants carry it back to reproductives and
larvae deep inside the nest. This is
important because fewer than 10% of
the worker ants are out foraging at any
one time. Boric acid baits that have a
low concentration (less than 1%) of the
active ingredient and are formulated in
a sweet liquid are slow acting and
nonrepellent. Because carpenter ants
can be finicky eaters, first attract them
to a nontoxic food like a sugar-milk
solution or sliced crickets. Once they
are feeding from this food source, re-
place it with several different toxic
baits that are labeled for ant control,
and let them choose the one they pre-
fer. When selecting any insecticide, be

For more information contact the University
of California Cooperative Extension or agri-
cultural commissioner’s office in your coun-
ty. See your phone book for addresses and
phone numbers.
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To simplify information, trade names of products
have been used. No endorsement of named prod-
ucts is intended, nor is criticism implied of similar
products that are not mentioned.

This material is partially based upon work supported
by the Extension Service, U.S. Department of Agri-
culture, under special project Section 3(d), Integrat-
ed Pest Management.

silica gel may only be applied by a sure it lists ants on the label.
licensed pesticide applicator. Desiccant
dusts are low in toxicity to people and
do not lose their effectiveness over
time, as long as they do not get wet.

Avoid inhaling these materials, how-
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WARNING ON THE USE OF CHEMICALS

Pesticides are poisonous. Always read and carefully follow all precautions and safety recommendations
given on the container label. Store all chemicals in the original labeled containers in a locked cabinet or shed,
away from food or feeds, and out of the reach of children, unauthorized persons, pets, and livestock.

Confine chemicals to the property being treated. Avoid drift onto neighboring properties, especially gardens
containing fruits or vegetables ready to be picked.

Do not place containers containing pesticide in the trash nor pour pesticides down sink or toilet. Either use
the pesticide according to the label or take unwanted pesticides to a Household Hazardous Waste Collection
site. Contact your county agricultural commissioner for additional information on safe container disposal and
for the location of the Hazardous Waste Collection site nearest you. Dispose of empty containers by following
label directions. Never reuse or burn the containers or dispose of them in such a manner that they may
contaminate water supplies or natural waterways.

The University of California prohibits discrimination against or harassment of any person employed by or
seeking employment with the University on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, physical or
mental disability, medical condition (cancer-related or genetic characteristics), ancestry, marital status, age,
sexual orientation, citizenship, or status as a covered veteran (special disabled veteran, Vietnam-era veteran,
orany other veteran who served on active duty during a war or in a campaign or expedition for which a campaign
badge has been authorized). University Policy is intended to be consistent with the provisions of applicable
State and Federal laws. Inquiries regarding the University’s nondiscrimination policies may be directed to the
Affirmative Action/Staff Personnel Services Director, University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources,
1111 Franklin, 6th Floor, Oakland, CA 94607-5200; (510) 987-0096.
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