
I0SUI Current Regort 
CR-7309 

0500 

OKLAHOMA COOPERATIVE 
EXTENSION SERVICE Division of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources • Oklahoma State University 

Treatment Options for Controlling 
Red Imported Fire Ants 

James T. Vogt Wayne Smith Kenneth Pinkston 
Assistant Researcher Extension Educator, IPM Extension Entomologist 

History 
Red imported fire ants are thought to have invaded the 

U.S. at the Port of Mobile, Alabama. in the 1930s. Since that 
time. they have spread to infest more than 260 million acres, 
from North Carolina to Texas, with isolated infestations in 
California and New Mexico. The red imported fire ant was first 
officially reported in Oklahoma in the mid-1980s, but was 
probably present in the state before that time. As of late 1999, 
the red imported fire ant had been found in 25 Oklahoma 
counties. Many infestations are thought to be the result of ants 
being transported in sod or nursery stock. The map illustrates 
the current quarantine region in the United States. More 
information on the red imported fire ant quarantine can be 
found in Imported Fire Ant Quarantine Treatments for Nursery 
Stock and Other Related Articles, USDA-APHIS Program Aid 
No. 1653, or online at http://www.ceris.purdue.edu/napis/ 
pests/if a/ 

Identification 
Several species of fire ants reside in the United States. 

Native fire ants (those originating in the U.S.) can be pests 
where they are abundant, but some species help suppress 
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populations of red imported fire ants by competing with them 
for resources. For this reason , it is very important that you 
know which ant species you are dealing with before deciding 
on a treatment program. 

The Mound 
One clue to which ant you're dealing with is the nature of 

the mound. Red imported fire ants build soil mounds that can 
reach two or more feet in diameter and a foot or more in height. 
The mounds do not have a central entrance/exit hole; rather, 
the ants enter and leave via underground tunnels that radiate 
out from the mound. When a mound is disturbed, hundreds or 
thousands of worker ants rush out to defend the colony. 

Fire ant workers range in size from about 1/8 to 1/2 inch 
in length. Mature mounds may contain 250,000 or more 
workers. Identification of worker ants is a difficult task, even 
for experts. For a positive identification , collect a sample of the 
ants and take it to your local Oklahoma Cooperative Exten­
sion Service office, or call one of the experts listed on the back 
of this publication . 

Damage 
Fire ants cause damage in several ways. Their activity 

causes shorts and damage to insulation in electrical equip-



ment The1r tunnelmg act1v1ty can remove soli from under 
roadways and sidewalks, caus1ng crackmg and collapse of 
pavement The1r large mounds can damage mowmg and 
harvestmg equ1pment 

The pnmary concern of most people livmg m f1re ant­
Infested areas 1s the l1kel1hood of st1ngs A small percentage 
of people can expenence anaphylactic shock as a result of 
st1ngs Dunng hot, dry penods of the year, f1re ants may enter 

homes and busmesses 1n search of mo1sture and food, 
1ncreas1ng the chance of st1ngs Add1t1onal 1nformat1on on 
health nsks assoc1ated w1th red Imported f1re ants can be 
found at the webs1tes listed on the back of th1s publication 

Controlling Red Imported Fire Ants 
Control dec1s1ons should be carefully considered, and 

based upon several factors Ta1lonng treatment methods to 
your part1cular s1tuat1on w1ll save money and result 1n more 
effective control In agncultural s1tuat1ons, a producer may 
w1sh to do a cost analysis to determme whether he or she can 
make money by treatmg for the ants In urban areas, there 

may be less tolerance for f1re ants due to the likelihood of 
stmgs The f1rst step 1n 1n1t1atmg a control program 1s to be 

certa1n you do not use msect1c1des that are not labeled for the 
area to be treated or the pest you are treatmg for Some 

add1t1onal thmgs to cons1der are 
1 Is 1mmed1ate control necessary? 
2 How much money should be spent? 

3 How much t1me should be spent? 

In general, md1v1dual mound treatments (granules, 
drenches, and dusts) kill colomes qu1ckly, but they requ1re 

more t1me and effort than ba1ts, and only destroy colomes that 
can be seen Ba1ts are more cost-effective over large areas 
and control small colomes that can't be eas1ly found , but 
generally take two to SIX weeks or more before control 1s 
realized What follows are three w1dely recognized opt1ons for 
f1re ant control, each of wh1ch addresses the need for control 
under different Circumstances 

Individual Mound Treatments. Th1s approach IS best 
used m small areas of ornamental turf where there are fewer 
than f1ve mounds for each quarter-acre yard or where preser­
vation of nat1ve ants 1s des1red Th1s opt1on selectively controls 

f1re ants, but you should ant1c1pate re1nvas1on It generally 
requ1res more labor and mon1tonng than other programs and 

1s not suggested for heav1ly mfested areas 

Instructions: 
1 Treat unwanted f1re ant mounds usmg the IndiVIdual 

mound treatment of cho1ce These are applied as dusts, 
granules, granules drenched w1th water after application, 
liqUid drenches, ba1ts, or aerosol InJeCtions Home 

remedies such as very hot water mound drenches also 

may be used 
2 Contmue treatmg undesirable mounds that appear, as 

needed 

Ant Elimination Method. Th1s program ehmmates nearly all 
ants 1n treated areas Its effects are more rap1d than those of 

other programs, and remvas1on of treated areas by m1grat1ng 
colon1es and mated queen ants IS mm1m1zed as long as the 
contact msect1c1de remams effect1ve However, 1t IS more 

expensive and uses more msect1c1de than the other control 
methods This approach 1s frequently used by commerc1al 

applicators 

Instructions: 
1 (Optional) Broadcast a bait-formulated msect1c1de m 

areas where there are many mounds (more than 20 per 
acre), or 1nd1v1dually treat fire ant mounds Wa1t two to 
three days after applymg a ba1t before conducting the 

next step 
2 Apply a contact msect1c1de to turfgrass every four to e1ght 

weeks, or when ant act1v1ty 1s detected L1qu1d or granular 
products that can be evenly applied to an area are 
appropnate for th1s Some product labels mstruct the user 
to spray "ant hills " Although 1n1t1al surface treatment may 
not ehmmate ants located deep m mounds, routme reap­
plication w1ll eventually elimmate colomes 

The Two-Step Method 
Step One - Baits 

F1re ant ba1ts cons1st of 1nsect1C1des on processed corn 
gnts coated w1th soybean 011 While ba1ts can be applied as an 
md1v1dual mound treatment, they are best used as a broad­
cast treatment Broadcast treatments are less expens1ve (m 
terms of product costs and t1me) and control colomes even 
when mounds are not VISible For best results, use fresh ba1t,t 
preferably from an unopened contamer or one that has been 

tightly sealed and stored for no more that two years Apply 
when the ground and grass are dry and no ram IS expected for 
the next 24 hours Apply when worker ants are act1vely 
searching for food Th1s can be determined by leav1ng a small 
p1ece of food (ch1ps or meat) near an act1ve mound If ants are 
seen remov1ng the food w1thm 10 to 30 mmutes, 1t's a good 
t1me to beg1n application Ants are less act1ve dunng cold and 

hot penods (when so1l temperature IS less than 70° F or 
greater than 95° F) In the summer, apply bait m late afternoon 
or evenmg, when ants are most act1ve 

Ba1ts can be applied w1th hand-held seed spreaders Set 
the spreader on the smallest open1ng and make one or two 
passes over the lawn at a normal walkmg speed to apply the 
recommended rate (1 to 1 1/2 pounds per acre, or approxi­
mately 4 ounces per 1 0,000 feet) See the table of home­

owner products for further mformat1on on ba1ts 

Step Two - Individual Mound Treatments 
There are a vanety of chem1cal and non-chem1cal meth­

ods for treatmg md1v1dual f1re ant mounds After ba1tmg, treat 
"problem mounds" (mounds near Sidewalks, porches, and 

other sens1t1ve areas) w1th the mound treatment of your 

ch01ce 
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Chemical Treatments: Some products, such as those 
contammg 75 percent acephate (Orthene® F1re Ant K1ller) , 
are formulated as dusts Ants walking through the treated so1l 
get dust on the1r bod1es and transport the msect1c1de mto the 



mound W1th1n a few days the ent1re colony should be killed 
To use a dust, d1stnbute the recommended amount evenly 
over the mound Do not Inhale the dust or get 1t on your skm 

L1qu1d concentrates are diluted w1th water and then 
applied to the mound These liqUid mound drenches kill the 
ants underground, but must be applied 1n suff1c1ent volume to 
penetrate the ent1re nest (one to two gallons of diluted m1xture 
poured over the top of each mound) Mound drenches gener­
ally elimmate mounds w1th1n a few hours When handling 
liqUid concentrates, avo1d gettmg the product on your skin by 
always weanng unlined rubber gloves M1x the msect1c1de 1n 
a contamer such as a spnnkler can Wnte "Po1son" on the 
container, and do not use 1t for any other purpose Mound 
drenches should contact the greatest possible number of ants 
1n the colony The ants are nearest the surface of mounds on 
sunny morn1ngs followmg cool mghts, so t1me applications 
appropnately Dunng hot, dry weather, the ants stay farther 
underground, decreasmg your chance of contacting them 
With InSeCtiCides 

Granular 1nsect1c1des are released when water IS poured 
over the granules on treated mounds To treat a smgle mound, 
spnnkle the recommended amount of granules w1th a mea­
sunng cup on top of and around the mound Then, gently 
spnnkle one to two gallons of water over the treated mound to 
avo1d d1sturb1ng the colony or wash1ng the granules off the 
mound 

Remember, 1f you apply less than the recommended 
amount of water w1th e1ther liqUid concentrates or granular 
1nsect1c1des you can expect poor results Unless the product 
completely penetrates the mound, ants Will move to a different 
s1te v1a underground forag1ng tunnels to avo1d the po1son 

Some products come 1n aerosol containers to wh1ch an 
Injection rod IS attached The rod IS mserted mto the mound 
and the 1nsect1c1de Injected accordmg to ~he labelmstruct1ons 
for a qu1ck kill of problem mounds 

Combination. Any of the three programs can be used on 
spec1f1c s1tes w1th1n a managed area where different levels of 
f1re ant control are des1red On golf courses, for example, the 
ant el1m1nat1on method m1ght be su1table for h1gh use areas 
such as putt1ng greens and tee boxes In fairways and rough 
areas, the two-step method may be suffiCient 

General tips 
Pay spec1al attention to application mstruct1ons on the 

label ofthe product(s) you use to msure the best return for your 
money and t1me It pays to momtor for f1re ant act1v1ty before 
applymg ba1ts, smce the success of ba1t1ng programs IS 
directly related to the ability of ants to rapidly collect matenals 
and return them to the colony If you have questions or 
concerns, consult the experts listed on the back of th1s 
publication before you start your treatment program 

F1re ants are probably here to stay Movement 1n horti­
cultural and agncultural goods, and natural movement dunng 
matmg flights w1ll contmue to spread f1re ants to new areas 1n 
Oklahoma where suff1c1ent mo1sture and warm temperatures 
are present Current research efforts are targeted toward 

Common Insecticides for Fire Ant Control 

Trade name 

Amdro®, Combat® 

Ra1d®, Ascend® 

Award®, Log1c® 

Distance® 

Ext1ngu1shTM 

Eliminator® 

Pesticide 

Batts 

hydramethylnon 

abamect1n 

fenoxycarb 

pynproxyfen 

methoprene 

spmosad 

Mound Treatments* 

Insecta Formula 7® p1ne 011 suspens1ons 

D1az1non d1azmon 

Dursban® chlorpynfos 

Organ1cs Solutions®, etc pyrethnns 

Orthene ®fire Ant K1ller acephate 

Spectrac1de ®Bug Stop permethnn 

Sevm® carbaryl 

Bomde Rotenone 5 rotenone 

Control 

moderate-slow 

moderate-slow 

slow 

slow 

slow 

slow 

slow 

fast 

fast 

fast 

moderate 

fast 

moderate 

slow 

*Balls conta1mng hydramethylnon and abamect1n also can be used as mound 
treatments 

mtroducmg natural enem1es and d1seases of f1re ants to 
reduce overall1nfestat1on levels Management of f1re ants 1n 
the short term can be accomplished w1th a little care and 
persistence by followmg the t1ps presented herem 

For additional information contact: 
Wayne Smith, Oklahoma Cooperative Extens1on Serv1ce 

(580) 924-5312 
James T. Vogt, Ph.D., Oklahoma State Umvers1ty Depart­

ment of Entomology and Plant Pathology ( 405) 7 44-5436 

The followmg internet sites have useful 1nformat1on on 
biology and control of red Imported f1re ants 

http //www entoplp okstate edu/f1reants/f1reants html (Okla­
homa State Un1v ) 
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http //f1reant tamu edu/ (Texas A&M website) 

http //www ttu edu/-catt/RIFAI (Texas Tech Umv) 

http //www ces ncsu edu/TurfF11es/pubs/msects/ag486 html 
(North Carolina State Un1vers1ty) 

http /!lts2 ocs lsu edu/guests/ants/ (Lou1s1ana State Umv ) 

www ag auburn edu/dept/ent/f1reant html (Auburn Umv ) 
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The Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service 
Bringing the University to You! 

The Cooperat1ve Extens1on Serv1ce 1s the largest, 
most successful mformal educational organ1zat1on m 
the world It IS a nat1onw1de system funded and 
gUided by a partnership of federal, state, and local 
governments that delivers mformat1on to help people 
help themselves through the land-grant un1vers1ty 
system 

Extens1on carnes out programs m the broad catego­
nes of agnculture, natural resources and environ­
ment, home economics, 4-H and other youth, and 
commun~ty resource development Extens1on staff 
members live and work among the people they serve 
to help stimulate and educate Amencans to plan 
ahead and cope w1th the1r problems 

Some charactenst1cs of the Cooperative Extens1on 
system are 

• The federal, state, and local governments coop­
eratively share m 1ts fmanc1al support and pro­
gram d1rect1on 

• It IS adminiStered by the land-grant un1vers1ty as 
designated by the state legislature through an 
Extension director 

• Extension programs are nonpolitical, objective, 
and based on factual 1nformat1on 

• It provides pract1cal , problem-onented educat1on 
for people of all ages It IS des1gnated to take the 
knowledge of the un1vers1tytothose persons who 
do not or cannot part1c1pate m the formal class­
room mstruct1on of the un1vers1ty 

• It utilizes research from un~vers1ty , government, 
and other sources to help people make the1r own 
dec1s1ons 

• More than a million volunteers help multiply the 
1mpact of the Extens1on professional staff 

• It dispenses no funds to the public 

• It IS not a regulatory agency, but 1t does mform 
people of regulations and of the1r opt1ons m 
meet1ng them 

• Local programs are developed and earned out m 
full recogn1t1on of nat1onal problems and goals 

• The Extension staff educates people through 
personal contacts, meet1ngs, demonstrations, 
and the mass med1a 

• Extens1on has the bu1lt-m flex1b11ity to adjust 1ts 
programs and subject matter to meet new needs 
Act1v1t1es sh1ft from year to year as c1t1zen groups 
and Extens1on workers close to the problems 
adv1se changes 

Some of the 1nformat1on 1n th1s publication was adapted from the Department of Entomology, Texas A&M Un1vers1ty 

OSU Extension Facts are also available on the World Wide Web at: http://agweb.okstate.edu/ 
pearl/ 
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