Pesticide Dusts


Dust is commonly used by animals to rid themselves of parasites.  Its insecticidal properties are most likely at work when you see dogs, cats and birds rolling in the dirt.  Dust you can purchase for pest control consists of finely ground minerals or pesticides combined with a dry carrier.  Some available forms include boric acid, sulfur, lime, diatomaceous earth and silica aerogels.  Less toxic than most synthetic pesticides, these dusts have a minimal environmental impact.


Diatomaceous earth is the fossilized remains of diatoms, single-celled organisms that lived millions of years in the past, and is a mined mineral product.  It kills insects by puncturing their protective outer layer resulting in death by dehydration.  Alone, it is virtually non-toxic to mammals.  When placed in wall voids, it kills ants, dry wood termites and cockroaches.  Sprinkled on carpets, it will kill fleas.  It can discourage snails or slugs when used as a garden barrier.  Use only natural grade diatomaceous earth as swimming pool grade diatomaceous earth contains crystalline silica, which is a respiratory hazard.


Boric acid acts as a stomach poison when consumed.  Pastes, powders, tablets, aerosols and liquid solutions are the forms of borate products available.  These products have a low toxicity to animals and humans.  Cockroaches are killed by boric acid though it takes approximately five days to catch up to them.  Termites, fleas, ants and silverfish are also susceptible to borax-based products.  A single application will remain effective for several years, if kept dry.


Since the time of the Egyptians, sulfur has been used as an insecticide.  These days gardeners use sulfur to control plant diseases like scab, rust, mildew, fruit rot and leaf blight.  It can also kill mites and chiggers.  You can obtain sulfur as a liquid spray or as a powder for dusting or spraying.  Sulfur can be quite irritating when inhaled, so exercise caution when applying.


Silica aerogels absorb hundreds of times their weight in moisture.  When the waxy coating of an insect comes into contact with the silica aerogel, it is killed by desiccation.  Some susceptible insects are ants, ticks, wasps, meal worms, silverfish, firebrats, weevils, fleas, stored grain beetles and cockroaches.  These products also have a low toxicity to mammals, but can irritate the eyes and lungs, so as with all the above mentioned pesticidal dusts, it is a good idea to wear a face mask and goggles when applying.  Despite their relative harmlessness once settled, particles can be irritating when airborne.  These dusts should also not be used by people with respiratory diseases.

