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Fire ants are properly named.  Their sting burns like fire.  They bite to hang on, and then sting.  Their sting burns for a few minutes, then starts itching.  Often a white pustule forms later.

Even their scientific name is impressive, Solenopsis invicta.  Someone told me it means, ‘the unconquered ant’.  An apt name for this aggressive insect.

Fire ants are survivors.  Introduced to the United States accidently through the port at Mobile, Alabama they have spread rapidly.  Cold weather has slowed their northern spread.  They are not found in some north Georgia counties.  States west of us are trying to keep them out by inspection of incoming products and by quarantine.

Fire ants are of course quite common here.  They have replaced many native ants by taking over their food, invading their homes, and literally destroying them.  Fire ants are very aggressive.  They attack in large numbers and appear to be fearless.  You can identify them by their dome-shaped mounds and belligerent behavior.  

Even floods do not faze fire ants.  They just gather together forming large rafts of floating ants.  I have even heard of fish dying after eating masses of floating fire ants.

Usually after a pest has been a problem for a few years, we find a solution.  Research at the UGA College of Agriculture is aimed at finding safer ways to vanquish the ‘unconquered ant’.

USDA released some Brazilian phorid flies in Gainesville, Florida on July 9.  This ant parasite lays its egg inside a fire ant’s body.  The egg hatches and the larva moves into the ant’s head causing it to fall off.  The fly grows to maturity in the head and emerges to attack other ants.

Other research, by UGA scientist Ken Ross, is looking at the use of genetics to control fire ants.  In some mounds, something causes worker ants to destroy the egg-laying queens.  If Ross can identify this factor, he can perhaps use it to turn the ants against themselves.

Fire ant controls like these are still probably years away from release.  What can we do until then?

Chemical control of fire ants is quite effective, though expensive.  We can control most of the mounds for about $20 to $25 a year.  This is often too much for pastures and fields but a reasonable cost for yards, schools, and recreational areas.

Research by Dr. Beverly Sparks, UGA Extension Entomologist, shows the best approach involves two steps.  First, broadcast a bait twice a year over the whole yard.  Baits include Amdro, Affirm, Logic, Award, Ascend, and others.  Use fresh bait and apply when ants are out looking for food.  This will kill 90% of them.

Next, individually treat mounds that escape.  Drench the mound with one to two gallons of an insecticide mixture.  For each gallon of water add ½ ounce Dursban 2EC, 1½ tablespoons Orthene TTO, 2 ounces Sevin WP, 1½ ounces Diazinon 4E, or one ounce of Malathion 5EC.  Drenched mounds should be dead within a day.  If not, retreat using more water.  Another control is to sprinkle 2 teaspoons of Orthene TTO over each mound.

This will control fire ants very well.  Of course, you will have to continue to treat as needed.  The fire ant is not an enemy that is easily defeated.  If you kill them one year, and don’t treat the next year, they will come back in greater numbers than before.

Although both of these are needed for best control, anything you do will help reduce their numbers.  My yard is small and I use the mound drench method which works pretty well.  Just expect to have to look for and treat mounds on a regular basis if you use this method only.

Fire ants are a continuing problem, and the University of Georgia College of Agriculture is waging an ongoing battle with them.  Research continues to bring to light new ways of defeating this old enemy.  There is even some research being conducted at the Georgia National Fairgrounds on fire ant control.  Perhaps we will find a simple inexpensive method of control.

For now, perseverance is the key.  Treat your lawn using these research - based recommendations and the fire ant will have to find somewhere else to make his home.  For more information call the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028.

