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Coastal Bend Problem Ants

Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener

Ants are one of the most populous insects on earth.  There are nearly 700 species in North America and 200 in Texas alone.  Most people learn to identify an ant in early childhood.  The only insect that an ant is readily confused with is the termite.

Of all the species of ants possible, only four are of interest to most people: Texas leaf cutting ant, red imported fire ant, carpenter ant and a new exotic, raspberry crazy ants.

The Texas leaf cutting ant is really quite interesting.  They don’t bite or sting so they can be observed safely.  They are most active at night or during cool, cloudy days. They make trails or roadways as they carry leaf pieces over their backs from your precious plant to their underground nest. 

Texas leaf cutting ants don’t actually eat leaves.  Instead they take leaf pieces to their underground nests and use them to raise a fungus.  This fungus then becomes the ant’s food.  They undoubtedly have preferences, but the literature doesn’t really list them.  They will eat grass, fruit tree leaves, etc.  I know from personal experience that they like hibiscus, bougainvillea, and roses.  In three nights they totally defoliated a mature Chinese tallow tree.  That caught my attention!

Because cut ants only eat the fungus that they cultivate in their underground nest they are difficult to control.  There are several insecticides that will kill the foraging worker ants, but this will not eliminate the colony.  Contact insectides such as carbaryl or permethrin can be sprayed or dusted on your precious plants to temporarily protect them or to exact revenge against the ants, but a special bait is needed to eliminate the underground colony.

Amdro Ant Block is a new product containing the insecticide hydramethylon.  This should be available at garden retail outlets.  Use all pesticides only according to the label.  If the ant colony is large, several treatments may be needed.  I have had success using Grant’s Ant Bait.  These baits are placed alongside the active ant trails at night.  The ants carry the bait down to the colony and contaminate their fungal food, eventually killing the colony.  Multiple applications are necessary.
AgriLife Extension Fast Sheet, ENT 1029, Texas Leaf Cutting Ant, has more details.

Red imported fire ants are so important that they have their own website: http://fireant.tamu.edu.  Few people realize that fire ants can be beneficial because they hate them so much for their stings and bites.  Imported red fire ants are a real nuisance and public health problem.  Right now, September and October, is the best time to control them using broadcast baits over your entire lawn.  Broadcast baits take some time to work so applying them now will get the fire ants killed before the kids start playing outside again next spring.

AgriLife Bulletin, L-5070, The Texas Two-Step Method of Fire Ant Control details how to go about applying bait to your entire lawn area.  Garden stores carry several products containing one or more of the following insecticide active ingredients:  hydramethylon, indoxacarb, spinosad, methoprene or fenoxycarb.  More information on fire ant control is in Bulletin B-6099, Broadcast Baits for Fire Ant Control or B-6043, Managing Imported Fire Ants in Urban Areas.

Carpenter ants catch people’s eyes because they are large and black.   They are a problem in decaying trees because they bore nesting tunnels in partially decayed wood and can penetrate sound wood.  This can reduce the structural integrity of the tree or limb.  Carpenter ants don’t eat wood but dine on dead and living insects and have honeydew for dessert.  They can be a problem if they decide to nest in your house’s framing as they will weaken it with their tunnels.

Raspberry crazy ants, named after a man named Raspberry who first found them in Texas, are an exotic or import from more tropical areas.  Crazy ants are so called because their movements tend to be erratic.  Don’t ask them to walk a straight line.  They have spread throughout the Houston area and have been found in the Rio Grande Valley but so far are not in the Coastal Bend. They have extremely large colonies with several million individuals.  They also seem to like electrical boxes, motors, etc. and can short out circuits and so on.  So if you come across a very large, active colony of ants, let us know so we can see if this pest is here yet.

More information on ants and all other insects is available at the website: http://citybugs.tamu.edu
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