
A cost-saving way 
to control fire ants 
in your landscapes 
by Bill Cobb 
and Pat Cobb, Ph.D. 

• The cost of controlling red imported fire 

ants (RIFAs) can be decreased by using a 

program similar to the one used at the 

Colonnade in Birmingham, Ala. 

RIFAs are among the most expensive 

landscape pests to control in the South. 

Although damage to turf is minimal, fire 

ants usually build mounds that detract 

from a landscape's appearance. Mounds 

are also a reminder that their occupants 

can inflict painful stings on visitors who 

disturb them. 

Usually, a whole property is scouted 

regularly and visible mounds are treated 

with a contact insecticide. This takes time 

that could be spent on other jobs. Also, 

colonies that are still small and do not 

project above the turf are usually over-

looked. This results in additional mound 

treatment throughout the season. 

The following study represents an 

attempt to minimize costs (including 

labor) while maximizing RIFA control in a 

commercial landscape. 

It is based on the fact that RIFA winged 

reproductive females and males fly, mate 

and new colonies are established during 

warmer months, primarily in the spring. 

Mated queens can fly several miles if 

assisted by a tail wind. However, they do 

not always move that far. 

Background—The Colonnade is a 106-

acre business complex encompassing 54 

landscaped acres. The landscape is man-
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aged by 

professional horticulturists. Red imported 

fire ant control before 1992 consisted of 

mound treatment only, with acephate 

(Orthene TT&O). One person needed at 

least one working day weekly to treat 

mounds. 

The Colonnade grounds and adjacent 

unmanaged land was scouted in June 1992 

to map areas most heavily infested with 

RIFA. Six highly visible acres that were the 

most infested were chosen for the study. 

It was also an area that, based on previ-

ous records, labor and insecticide costs for 

RIFA control could be calculated. 

Three perimeter plots were selected for 

treatment and three were left untreated. 

Plots ranged from 2,000 to 6,000 sq. ft. 

Strips 30 feet wide were treated only in 

1992 in adjacent unmanaged areas from 

which RIFA were believed to migrate into 

the landscape. 

The process—In 1992, Affirm fire ant 

bait (avermectin) was applied to treatment 

plots and strips with a Solo backpack mist 

blower equipped with a converter for 

applying granules. In 1993, Award fire ant 

bait (fenoxycarb) was applied similarly. 

Y e a r I n s e c t i c i d e $ $ 
1991 $129.50 (10 lb.) 
1992 $77.70 
1993 $12.95 (2 lb.) 

TABLE 1 
L a b o r $ $ 
$85.00 
$51.00 
$8.50 

T O T A L 
$214.50 
$128.70 
$21.45 

—Source: Dr. Cobb 

Both baits were applied at 1 lb./acre. Ants 

were observed picking up bait particles in 

the treated plots and moving from outside 

areas into treated areas to collect bait. 

Both baits disrupt colony reproductive 

potential. Worker ants depend on imma-

ture stages to digest solids into liquids, the 

only form of food on which they can feed. 

Once "immatures" become adults, they 

can no longer digest solids into liquids and 

are thereafter themselves dependent on 

other immatures for digesting solid food. 

Immature "digesters" feed liquids into 

workers; workers subsequently feed liquid 

into each other and into the queen. 

Visible mounds in bait-treated areas 

were treated with a contact insecticide 

(acephate as Orthene TT&O) within five 

days after bait applications. This was done 

to eliminate stinging worker ants quickly 

rather than waiting six to eight weeks for 

them to die. Applications were made in 

June 1992 and August 1993. 

Treated plots with the six-acre area 

totaled 16,000 sq. ft. Not all RIFAs were 

eliminated, but they were removed from 

critical locations (treated test plots and 

surrounding areas). In fact, six acres of 

control was achieved by treating perimeter 

areas only. Control costs for the six acres 

are summarized in Table 1. 

What we learned—We learned three 

important lessons about RIFA control 

from this experiment; 

1) RIFAs could be mapped. The maps 
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represented areas of highest concentra-

tion, which included surrounding unman-

aged sites from which migration probably 

occurred. In this case, the landscaped 

areas were also among the most highly vis-

ible parts of the property. 

2) Perimeter treatments were ade-

quate. Total property treatment, or even 

treating the six-acre area, was not neces-

sary for acceptable control (based on num-

ber of visible mounds). 
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Baits controlled colonies, including 

young, not-yet-visible colonies. This elimi-

nated the need for continuous mound 

treatments throughout the season. 

The contact insecticide applied to visi-

ble mounds after bait application con-

trolled workers quickly. RIFA workers 

already present are excellent predators on 

new queens that fly into an area. Perhaps 

by leaving a few colonies in less visible 

areas, new queens were controlled. 

3) Monitoring, mapping and perimeter 

treatment reduces control costs. 

RIFA control is insecticide-dependent 

because of the lack of naturally-occurring 

predators and pathogens. Amounts of 

insecticide applied were reduced even 

more with perimeter treatments. Labor 

costs were reduced because—even though 

weekly scouting continued—the need for 

weekly mound treatments was eliminated. 

The future—Excessive rainfall in 1994 

resulted in RIFAs getting a slow start. Fire 

ant colonies increased dramatically in 

many areas of the South during late sum-

mer and fall. Flowever, only minimum 

treatment was done at the Colonnade 

because of the few colonies throughout 

the season. The 1995 program will be 

determined after the property is again 

monitored, mapped and "acceptable" 

(threshold) levels of RIFA colonies are 

determined. 

—Bill Cobb is operations manager for 

Environmental Design Group, 

Birmingham, Ala. Dr. Cobb is professor 

and extension entomologist at Auburn 

University, Ala. 
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Helps to selecting turfgrass 
come from research farms 
• Here's a rundown of some of the recent 

developments in turfgrass research, from 

Dr. Doug Brede, research director for the 

Jacklin Seed Company. 

Tall fescues—"Dwarf' tall fescues are 

losing popularity due to shallow root sys-

tems, which make them susceptible to 

brown patch or other diseases, says Brede. 

New, "low growing/high density" tall 

fescues show improved shoot density, uni-

form growth and good stress tolerance. But 

these are not good choices for athletic turf, 

Brede warns. 

The older tall fescues, such as Rebel II, 
Wrangler, Mesa, and Arid still have applica-

tions for high-wear, low-water use and do 

very well under those conditions. 

Kentucky bluegrass—The "elite" vari-

eties will be available to turf managers 

everywhere in about two years. Brede says 

it's been a low seed yielder until recently. 

Here are Dr. Reed Funk's "Seven 

Bluegrass Classifications," as explained by 

Brede at the Ohio Turf Conference: 

1) "Aggressive" types: have high shoot 

density, and tend to spread into neighbor-

ing plants; dominate when you put them 

into mixtures and blends. Varieties include 

Ben-Sun; A-34; Limousine; Princeton 

104; Touchdown. (For high wear condi-

tions, i.e. athletic fields, golf course tees.) 

2) "Bellevue" types have medium to 

good turf performance; excellent winter 

color; Examples include Banff; Classic; 

Georgetown; and Trenton. 

3) "Baron" types: These exhibit extreme-

ly high seed yield potential and intermedi-

ate performance, but are susceptible to 

stripe smut; still, a good all-purpose turf-

grass. Examples: Baron; Kelly; Merit; 

Gnome. 

4) "Mid-Atlantic" types tend to have very 

deep rhizome systems and very good knit-

ting quality for athletic field uses. They are 

tolerant of summer stress, but fall prey to 

leaf spot, so use in a mix with another blue-

grass. Examples include Huntsville, 

Preakness, Wabash: and SR 2000. 

5) "Midwest" types have an upright, nar-

row growth habit; they mature early and 

are low maintenance, especially low water 

use; susceptible to leaf spot. Examples 

include Kenblue; Ginger; AS-21; South 

Dakota Certified. 

6) "North latitude, compact" types are 

low, compact growers that always place 

high in turf trials. They have excellent leaf 

spot resistance; late spring green up but a 

pale winter color. 

7) Other types: these defy classification, 

as they can exhibit characteristics of the 

other six groups. Ram /, for example, is 

both a high and low-maintenance per-

former, Brede reports. Others include 

Nustar; Aspen; Challenger. 

Bentgrasses—The most notable 

improvement in the new bentgrasses is 

their fine leaf texture, darker green color 

and upright leaf habit. They are also less 

stemmy. 

But you have to be careful. According to 

Brede, bentgrasses which have been too 

hastily tested can form patches and have 

different growth habits, which will affect 

color and ball roll. Poa annua resistance 

also varies in these, says Brede. 

—Terry Mclver 
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