N\
i<

TERMITES

Distribution

The species of termite occurring in New Jersey is the eastern subterranean termite,
Reticulitermes flavipes Kollar. Subterranean termites are so-called because they must
ordinarily have access to the soil to obtain moisture. The natural home of this insectis the
woodland where it feeds in dead trees, stumps and fallen branches. Here it is a simple
matter for the termites to pass from the wood to the soil and back again, and it is the
abundance of suitable wood that determines the abundance of termites in the area. Thus it
may be said that termites can be expected anywhere in New Jersey not subject to
prolonged flooding.

General

Termites are soil-inhabiting insects that feed on wood, papers and similar cellulose
materials. They differ in many respects from othe kinds of wood-destroying insects and
consequently the control methods applied to termite infestations must be designed
specifically for that purpose. The kind of damage done by termites also differs from that of
other insects.

Termites live in colonies that often consist of many hundreds or even thousands of
insects. Well-established colonies contain several different kinds of individuals, the most
important of which are the reproductive forms; the protective forms or soldiers; and the
workers whose business it is to construct the tunnels and tubes and to keep the colony
supplied with food in the form of cellulose. The young, the workers, the soldiers and some
of the reproductive forms are white or cream-colored, blind, soft-bodied insects that
cannot withstand the drying effect of exposure to the air. They never leave the protection
of their tunnels in the soil and the wood or shelter of the tubes that the workers construct
across the surface of materials through which they cannot tunnel. The other reproductive
forms develop a hard, black skin that can withstand exposure to the air, and they are
provided with two pairs of wings. Usually a colony produces a swarm of these black,
winged reproductive termites in the early spring. They emerge from the colony, fly about,
mate and lose their wings in the course of a few hours. They try to set up new colonies, but
only a few ever succeed in doing so.

Indications of Termite Attack

The sudden appearance on a spring day of winged termites inside the house is the most
common indication of a termite colony. The insects should be carefully compared with the
illustration to determine whether they are ants or termites. Specimens may be sent to your
county agricultural agent for identification. Winged termites soon drop their wings, but
winged ants do not. Termite specimens that have dropped their wings can be
distinguished from ordinary ants by the absence of a “wasp waist” and by the bead-like
nature of the antennae or feelers. (See illustration.) The winged termites may be killed by
spraying a household spray, but this treatment, of course, has no effect whatever on the
parent colony of termites, which continues to feed unhindered in the wood.

Both ants and termites may exist in the same building, and each group may produce a
swarm at various times during the year. Therefore, it is necessary to examine each swarm
closely to determine if termites or just the relatively unimportant winged ants are present.
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A second indication of termites is their damage to wood. The distinctive feature about
the work of termites is the fact that they actually consume the wood as food, leaving no
residue other than excretaspots. In sheathing and trim, the termites often remove so much
wood that only a thin shell is left. This may look perfectly sound, butthe damage will come
to light when one tries to scrape the wood before painting or tries to drive a nail intoit. Itis
important to determine, if possible, whether termites are still active. If the colony has died
out, as sometimes happens, no control measures are needed. Of course, it may be
necessary to replace damaged wood. Careful examination of the various points of termite
entry enables the householder to decide whether termites are still present.

If damaged wood is found but no swarming flight of winged termites has occured in
recent years, test stakes placed in the-soil around the building may be used to determine
whether termites are present. These stakes can be made of lath or other inexpensive soft
wood. They should be driven into the soil to adepth of one foot atintervals no greaterthan
five feet. The stakes should surround the building. A test period of one year should be
allowed. If there is a question regarding the cause of damage to the stakes or other wood
pieces, they may be sent to your county agricultural agent for examination.

Another indication of termite infestation is the presence of mud in the wood. The
termites use mud to seal openings in the wood caused by cracks in weakened timbers.
They also build mud-like shelter tubes on foundation walls and piers. Destroying such
tubes does not necessarily prevent termites from entering the building. The tubes are
usually built in an effort to find a “short cut” to the soil after infestation is established.

Control of Established Infestations

Termites, being soil-inhabiting insects, commonly attack the wood parts of a building
closest to the soil. In conventional construction, the sills, joists, and girders, as well as
flooring and sheathing, may be extensively damaged. The seriousness of termite damage
is usually in direct proportion to the importance of the member as load-bearing parts in the
framing of the building.

As a first step in the control of an established infestation, the building should be
carefully examined to locate all construction factors making the building susceptible to
attack. Each factor should be studied to determine whether it might be structurally
modified to reduce susceptibility to termites. An example of such structural modification
might be the providing of ventilation in enclosed cellar areas or other areas not provided
with full cellar excavation. Window wells around casement windows serving to lower the
soil level around cellar window frames also reduce termite suceptibility and aid in control.

The second step in control is the installation of chemical soil insecticides as barriers to
the passage of termites to and from the soil adjacent to the building. Since termites cannot
successfully attack a building unless they can pass from the soil to the wood and back
again, sound termite control depends upon eliminating that freedom of passage. If this is
done, the termites in the soil are prevented from attacking the wood of the building, while
those trapped in the building will die from lack of moisture.

Caution

When handling soil insecticides in any form, remember that you are working with a
poison usually just as toxic to human beings as to termites.

Excerpted from bulletins by the Cooperative Extension Service,
Cook College,
Rutgers - The State University of New Jersey
New Brunswick, New Jersey
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