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Several different insects can feed on or live in wood. In 
the wood of a home or other building, you find carpenter ants, 
powder post beetles, and, much less commonly, termites. 

Carpenter ants make large smooth galleries in moist 
wood where they establish nests, but they do not feed on wood. 
They are large-½ to 3/4 inch long-and black. Carpenter ants 
are much more common in Minnesota than termites. They are 
usually found in cabins, cottages, walls of homes, firewood 
piles, and occasionally in hol
low doors. The presence of 
wood shavings and coarse saw
dust may indicate a carpenter 
ant nest. See Carpenter Ants, 
Entomology Fact Sheet 30, 
for more details. 

Powder post beetles feed 
on wood and make smal I pow
der-filled tunnels. Their larvae 
are whitish legless grubs; adults 
are small, dark-brown or black 
beetles. The beetles emerge 
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Powder post beetle damage 

from the wood through small "shot-holes." In Minnesota, pow
der post beetles are the most common pests of hard woods 
such as flooring. 

Termites generally feed on the sapwood, leaving the 
harder annual rings intact. Their mud tube runways and tun
nels are free of sawdust or powder. Any opening or breaks in 
runways are sealed with mud. 

Termite mud tube tunnels 
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y Termites? 

Winged ant Winged termite 

Worker termite 

Termites are uncommon in Minnesota, yet many people 
confuse ants with termites. Termites found in wood are white 
or cream colored, not dark like ants. In the spring, black
winged reproductives are produced. Unlike winged ants, they 
lack a narrow "wasp-waist." Moreover, winged termites have 
two pairs of wings of approximately equal size, while the hind 
wings of winged ants are noticeably smaller. 

HOW TERMITES LIVE 

These pests are social or colonial insects. Besides the 
queen, three main forms or "castes" live in the colony. The 
workers, approximately one-eighth inch long and whitish, are 
the most numerous and destructive. Soldiers are approxi
mately the same size and color as workers but have large 
brown heads with noticeable jaws for defense. They usually 
are seen when the colony is disturbed or a mud tunnel is bro
ken. 

The reproductives or "kings and queens" are usually pro
duced once each year during what is called a swarm. Swarming 
is unusual in Minnesota, particularly as you travel north. These 
black-winged forms swarm from the colony to mate and estab
lish new colonies. After fertilized queens find suitable nesting 
sites, they break off their wings and lay eggs. But few of the 
thousands of winged females successfully establish nests; most 
of them die. A caste of secondary reproductives may lay eggs 
or start a new colony when a colony is queenless. Secondary 
reproductives do not fly, so new colonies are established near 
the original colony. This is the most common kind of colony 



reproduction in Minnesota; therefore, new termite infestations 
tend to stay within a few blocks of the original infestation. 

Because termites need a dark moist area in which to live, 
most nests are in the ground. The queen's chamber or "head
quarters" may be several feet below the surface. 

Termites may enter a structure at several points. Any 
wood in direct contact with the soil provides a main highway. 
Door sills, basement windows or frames, porches, support 
beams or posts that go through the concrete to the soil, and 
cracks in basement floors or walls all provide easy entry into 
a building. 

Termites aren't easily discouraged. If r,io direct entry is 
available, they make mud tubes over the masonry or other 
barrier into the building. These mud tubes, usually quite con
spicuous, are sure signs of termites. 

PREVENT TERMITE INFESTATIONS 

Termites need both soil and wood and a way to get from 
one to the other. So the best preventive practices (listed below) 
are those that separate soil from wood or block the means of 
travel between them. 

Before and During Construction 

1. Do not bury scrap or waste lumber in the backfill or 
near the building. This practice eliminates many places where 
termites could establish their nests. 

2. Remove old tree stumps and other wood debris from 
the building site. 

3. Using chlordane, treat the soil under concrete slabs 
and next to foundations. You can use the same insecticide in 
the hollow openings of concrete blocks in the foundation. 

4. Provide good water drainage away from the building. 
5. Avoid contacts between the soil and wooden portions 

of the building. An 18-inch gap between the soil and wood is 
recommended. 

6. Provide adequate ventilation in the crawl space in un
excavated areas under the building. 

7. Use a chemical wood preservative, such as pentachloro
phenol, in areas where wood is close to the soil or where hu
midity is high. The wood should be pressure treated with the 
preservative. 

8. Termite shields give the homeowner a false sense of 
security unless properly installed and maintained. They do 
best where buildings are constructed with a crawl space. 
Properly installed, shields can force termites to tube over them 
into the open where attack can be seen. Shields on interior 
walls should extend 2 inches out and 2 inches down at a 45o 
angle from the wall. There must be no cracks in the metal, and 
the shields must be at least 12 inches above the ground. 

Completed Buildings 

In addition to the steps listed above, follow these general 
guides to control termites in an existing structure. 

1. Replace wooden porches, steps, supports, etc., with 
concrete or steel, at least where they come in contact with the 
soil. 

2. Apply an insecticidal barrier all around the building. 
Dig a trench 6 to 10 inches wide next to the foundation all 
around the house. Make the trench approximately two-thirds 
the depth of the footings. 

Mix from 2 to 5 percent chlordane with the soil as you 
refill the trench. Use 1 gallon of the diluted insecticide for 
each 2 to 3 linear feet of trench. Apply the chemical with a 
sprayer or with a sprinkling can, but be sure that there are no 
gaps. Any breaks in the barrier can become avenues of infesta
tion. 

If concrete drives or walks are next to the foundation, 
you may have to use a drill. Concrete floors in basements or 
slab floors in basementless houses may have to be treated in 
this manner, too. Consult an experienced pest control operator 
for these situations. 

IF YOU HAVE TERMITES 

Although infestations of termites are not widespread in 
Minnesota, we do have them. If you discover that your home 
or another building is infested, don't think that the structure is 
going to collapse right away. The pests may feed for many 
years in a building without doing serious structural damage. 

Don't become panicky and act hastily. Study your own 
situation carefully; each infestation is different. Determine 
where the termites are entering, and then plan your action 
carefully. 

Many termite infestations are complicated and require 
special equipment and know-how. For these cases, a reliable 
pest control operator can save you much trouble and money 
in the long run. If you have a simple infestation that is easy to 
correct, you may do it. But if the infestation is extensive and 
complex, the chances are that your attempt will be unsuccess
ful. 

Obtain professional help-don't buy a quicky cleanup 
from a door-to-door operator. Take your time and be sure you 
hire an experienced, reliable, established firm. Check with a 
better business bureau or similar agency if you're not sure. 
Also get estimates on the job from at least two firms, if pos
sible. Base your decision on your own knowledge of the prob
lem and the advice of qualified professional agencies. 
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