Week of September 24, 2000


Interrupt Fire Ants Winter Preparations


Willie Chance

Fall has arrived.  Can winter be far behind?  Short days and cool temperatures signal the end of summer.  We all are making preparations for cooler weather.  Dad finishes stacking the wood pile while mom pulls out the winter coats and packs up the shorts and t-shirts.

Smart families prepare for winter.  So do ‘smart’ bugs.  Insects were created with an instinct to survive and reproduce.  To survive winter they must make special preparations.  Fall is an excellent time to interrupt the winter plans of our lawn nemesis - the fire ant.  These tips from Dr. Beverly Sparks, UGA Entomologist, will tell you how.

Cold is tough on fire ants.  This is why they do not extend further north than they do.  If we can weaken fire ant colonies now, they may not survive the winter.  Fire ant tunnels are constantly collapsing.  A colony needs lots of ants to replace these, to dig deeper and to collect food.  Colonies with fewer ants cannot respond as well to the stresses of winter and may die off.  Treating ants now reduces their chances of winter survival.

Dr. Sparks said if she could only treat fire ants once a year, she would do it in the fall.  Here is why.

Fire ants are more active in the fall.  They like temperatures between 70 and 85 degrees.  Therefore, they are more likely to pick up insecticide baits.

They are also less deep in the ground.  To kill them it is critical to treat when queen and young are close to the surface.

One last advantage of fall treatment is that many of the mounds are young and small.  Fire ants reproduce year round but most actively in spring.  These new colonies take about six months to show up.  So now we probably have lots of small unnoticed mounds in our lawns.  If we do not kill them now, they may become the big mounds we see next spring.

How do you treat them if you cannot see them?  Use the three step program.  

Broadcast a bait over the entire lawn.  Do this when ants are actively looking for food.  This will kill about 90% of the fire ants.  It may take a while though.  Some baits require weeks to work.

It is better to wait until the bait has a chance to work for the second step.  You can, however, do both at the same time.  

The next step is to drench mounds you see with an insecticide mixture.  Mix Diazinon, Dursban, Malathion or Sevin in a bucket according to the label.  Quickly pour one to two gallons per mound.  If they are not dead within a few days - do it again.  Mark this bucket ‘Poison’ so you will not use it for other purposes.

The last step is to re-treat with the bait in the spring.  Do this once temperatures reach 70 to 85 degrees and fire ants are out looking for food.

If we thwart the fire ants plans this fall, winter can be our ally in killing them.  For more information on pest control in your lawn and landscape contact the Houston County Extension Service.  Our number is listed under Houston County Government as the Cooperative Extension Service.  You can E-mail us at wchance@uga.edu or call us. 

