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Termites

Introduction
Termites are small soft-bodied insects with large heads and 
pear-shaped bodies. All species are social and live in colonies 
that may host thousands of individuals. They feed on dead 
wood or fungi; the colony is either housed in dead wood or in 
soil. They are important as food for many other animals, their 
tunnels serve to aerate soil which aids plant growth, and their 
wood-eating is part of the natural decomposition process that 
returns nutrients to soil. Unfortunately, they also feed on wood 
that makes up our homes and other buildings. There are about 
2,800 known species of termites in the world, 44 in North 
America, and 15 in California.
Most termites that you might encounter are pale, soft-bodied 
workers, which are often mistaken for ants, sometimes 
nicknamed “white ants.” Termites have a broad connection 
between thorax and abdomen (“waist”); ants have a very 
narrow “waist.” The antennae of termites is thread-like 
and made up of tiny bead-like segments; antennae of ants 
is elbowed and made up of cylindrical segments. The 
reproductive stages of both termites and ants have four 
membranous wings, however all four wings of termites are 
nearly identical and very long, while the front wings of ants are 
larger than the hind wings.

Body Forms and Reproduction
Termites have four body forms (castes) that have different 
functions within the colony. Workers are cream-colored sterile 
males and females that never grow wings. They perform the 
day-to-day work of the colony: chew wood, make tunnels, 
maintain the nest, tend the young, and feed other termites. 
Soldiers are sterile males and females that have enlarged 
hardened heads, often equipped with large mandibles for 
defending the colony. Reproductives are usually tan to dark 
brown and have functional wings. Both male and female forms 
are fertile. When mature, they fly from their parent’s colony, 
locate a partner, find a secluded place, drop their wings, mate, 
and start their own colony. A mated female is called a queen, a 
mated male is a king. The pair produces offspring that develop 
to become members of their colony. Since the colony is made 
up of descendants of a single pair of termites, it is a family unit. 
Some colonies are made up of multiple pairs of reproductives, 
making those colonies multi-family units. Subreproductives 
resemble reproductives but have only wing stubs and can never 
fly. They are essentially sterile but if the king and/or queen die 
or are removed from the colony, they become fertile and can 
reproduce. They are then called a secondary king or queen. The 
original (primary) queen of some species is known to lay up to 
2,000 eggs per day and live up to 45 years.

Swarming
During certain times of year and weather conditions, 
particularly after rainfall followed by warm weather, young 
reproductive termites exit the colony and fly away in search 
of a partner. This mass exodus may consist of dozens to 
hundreds of individuals, all flying away from their parent’s 
colony together. Birds such as phoebes, kingbirds, and other 
flycatchers are very fond of termites and are seen performing 
comical acrobatics to catch and devour them out of the air.

Management
Since termites can damage wood and wood products, care 
should be taken to prevent them from colonizing structures. 
Most termite inspection and control should be carried out by 
a licensed professional pest control company. However, there 
are some things that homeowners can do to discourage termite 
infestation and reduce their impact.
• Termites enter small cracks and holes in wood to start a new

colony. Seal up cracks and holes in buildings to prevent their
entry.

• Watch for swarms of termites flying from their colonies
in soil or wood. The exit point reveals the location of the
colony.

• Routinely inspect buildings for termite colonies and damage.
As they produce and accumulate solid waste (“fecal pellets”),
termite workers make holes to the outside and push the
pellets out. Look for accumulation of fecal pellets at the base
of posts and on the ground.

• As termites feed and hollow out wood, a tap on the wood
will sound hollow and may crush inward, revealing the
colony’s tunnels. Tap suspect wood and listen for the sound.

• Termites often invade firewood piles, especially those stored
directly on soil. Stack firewood on a stand to keep the wood
at least 18 inches above the ground.

Western Subterranean Termites
Reticulitermes hesperus

Status
☑	Structural Pest
☑	No health threat
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RIVERSIDE, Calif. — Formosan subterranean termites (Coptotermes formosanus) continue to be on the radar of 
pest management professionals in Southern California following confirmation of two more infestations — one 
from a house in La Verne, Calif., and the other from a house in Hollywood Hills, Calif. The findings were 
confirmed by Dr. Chow-Yang Lee and researchers from his lab at the University of California, Riverside 
Department of Entomology. 
 
As previously reported by PCT, Formosan subterranean termites (FSTs) are not native to Southern California nor 
the United States. Still, in California they have been confirmed in pockets, and many entomologists and pest 
management professionals believe they may be underreported in the Golden State. 
 
The recent FST discovery in La Verne came after ProCraft Pest Control, Upland, Calif., was called by one of its 
customers about a large termite swarm. It turned out the swarm was coming from the next-door neighbor’s 
home. That homeowner, who owns a lumber company, built his home with numerous railroad ties. ProCraft 
owner Mike Furlong theorizes that some of the railroad ties may have been transported from a location that 
does have Formosan subterranean termites. 
 
Furlong was alerted to potential FSTs by ProCraft service technician Luke Miller, who services the home. “I 
decided to send it in (to UCR) because it didn’t match,” Furlong said. “Just a lighter color throughout, and that 
doesn’t fit drywoods and other subs we see. And the wings looked off. The coloration was off substantially.” 
 
Lee was out of the country, but his lab technician, Sen Miao, performed the measurement and molecular 
identification. Lee then checked the outcome of the ID and confirmed that they were Formosan subterranean 
termites. “Basically, what we did was examine the morphology of the sample under the microscope and then 
carried out analysis of 16S ribosomal RNA,” Lee said. 
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Furlong said that his customer’s home was immaculate and also built on a slab (no crawlspace), so he did not 
find any damage, but that ProCraft will be closely monitoring that property for FSTs in the future. 
 
In addition to the Formosan termites found in La Verne, an FST infestation was confirmed in a Hollywood Hills 
home. The termites were sent to UC Riverside by the homeowner after first identified by Orkin technician Isela 
Munoz and then by Orkin inspector José Ernesto Aguilar. After receiving the sample, Dr. Siavash Taravati from 
the University of California Agriculture and Natural Resources (UC ANR) visited the home, where he found more 
dead Formosan termites in the storage area in the loft. However, no signs of active infestations were evident 
during a visual inspection or when he used Termatrac, a device that detects tiny movements in the wood using 
microwaves technology. 
 
“It’s an all-wood old house with [Formosan subterranean termites] first found flying in a loft around a standing 
light near a storage door,” Taravati said. 
 
Taravati said that some minor damage was found in the landscape on the buried portion of the fence 
downslope, “but we don’t know if they are from Western subterranean termite or Formosan. On the upslope, 
dense cover plants were found but the wooden retaining walls were intact. The house also has many small 
damages from drywood termites based on their shape and presence of hexagonal fecal pellets.” 
 
Taravati added that he inspected the crawlspace of the Hollywood Hills home and found no evidence of FST 
damage and that the nearby landscape soil was relatively dry, except for a few spots near sprinklers. — Brad 
Harbison 


