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2 Termite Control Services: Information for the Georgia Property Owner

products, books, paper, boxes, wicker, paneling, the paper on drywall, wood 
cabinets, furniture, mulch, wood flooring, window and door frames, moldings, 
sub-floors, etc.). They prefer to eat softwoods, such as pine or fir, over hard-
woods. Unfortunately, softwoods are commonly used as structural wall studs, 
sill plates, joists, headers, etc. 

For a more complete discussion on the biology of structure-infesting subter-
ranean termites, see University of Georgia Extension bulletin #1209, Biology 
of Subterranean Termites in the Eastern United States. A copy of this and many 
other Georgia Cooperative Extension Service publications are available free 
and can be obtained by contacting a local County Extension office or by going 
on-line at http://www.ces.uga.edu.

Signs of Termite Infestation

The most common signs of termite infestation that property owners are 
likely to encounter are:

• The sudden appearance of winged termites emerging from a structure, 
and/or

• Termite-infested wood or wood products, and/or
• The presence of termite shelter tubes on or within buildings or other 

structural elements, especially wood.

Winged Termites. Frequently, the first sign of termite infestation is the sud-
den presence of winged termites inside the home, a phenomenon commonly 
referred to as swarming. Winged termites are male and female adults produced 
by mature termite colonies in an attempt to establish a new breeding popula-
tion. During a swarming event hundreds, if not thousands, of winged termites 
emerge within a very short period of time—usually just minutes (Figure 4).

Fortunately, winged termites that emerge indoors are not themselves a threat to 
the structure because they are unlikely to find a suitable location to establish a 
new population due to the inhospitable indoor environment (generally too dry). 
Furthermore, winged termites do not bite or sting, and can be easily removed 
by vacuuming and properly disposing of the vacuum bag (the act of traveling 
through the vacuum usually kills the termites). 

A termite swarm inside the home, or from a part of a structure, represents the 
immediate proximity of a mature termite population either within elements of 
construction or beneath or next to the building’s foundation. A swarm observed 
outside the home from firewood, stumps, mulch, railroad crossties, etc. is not 
necessarily indicative of a structural infestation. Swarms that occur outdoors 
simply mean that termites are living near the site of the flight, not necessarily 
that the structure is infested or even likely to be infested in the future. However, 
property owners should consider having their building inspected for termites if 
an outdoor swarm occurs. 

When swarming, winged termites disperse by flying.  Because they are poor 
fliers, they travel only a short distance. Termites begin their mating ritual 
after losing their wings, which occurs soon after they land on the ground. To 
begin the mating process, the now wingless female termite emits a pheromone 
(chemical attractant) that attracts male termites (Figure 5). After pairing, the 
termites search for a location where they will mate and lay eggs. The most 

Figure 3. Subterranean termite workers are soft-
bodied, delicate insects that are very susceptible 
to desiccation.

Figure 4. When swarming hundreds, if not thousands, 
of winged termites emerge within a very short time 
period.

Figure 5. Soon after swarming, termites lose their 
wings and pair up. The female termite (left) attracts 
the male termite (right) by releasing a chemical 
pheromone.
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suitable location is one that contains adequate cellu-
lose (a food source) and moisture (for survival), and 
is protected from natural enemies such as ants, birds, 
lizards, and frogs. The majority of winged termites 
die within a day or so of swarming. Many settle in ar-
eas with insufficient moisture and die of dehydration 
or are consumed by predators. However, if a suitable 
site is found, the pair will excavate a small depression 
and create a closed cell, where they mate. All avail-
able evidence suggests that the early stages of termite 
population growth are slow, and that 5 to 10 years 
may be required to achieve a population in excess of 
10,000 termites.

Conditions that trigger swarming are a combination of 
successive days of warm (60° to 70° F) temperatures 
punctuated by rain. In general, swarms occur most of-
ten in the spring and during the daytime. In Georgia, 
for instance, swarming begins in February and peaks 
from March through May, yet swarming can and does 
occur throughout the year. One termite species com-
mon in Georgia, the light southeastern subterranean 
termite (Reticulitermes hageni), swarms from late 
July through early October, while the less-common 
Formosan subterranean termite (Coptotermes formo-
sanus) swarms just after dusk (at night) in May or 
June and is attracted to lights (Figure 6).

A mature termite population may swarm multiple 
times (during a period of days or months), but second 
and later swarms often do not match the intensity of 
the first swarm. It is common for termite colonies in 
the same area to swarm on the same day, making it 
difficult to pinpoint the source of the winged exodus.

It is not uncommon for swarms to occur within 
infested structures following treatment with a liquid 
termiticide. Although no scientific study has addressed this phenomenon, 
anecdotal evidence suggests that post-treatment swarming may be indicative 
of a successful treatment, or perhaps the termites’ response to the increase in 
moisture caused by the large quantity of water required during liquid treatments. 
Whenever swarming occurs, an inspection should be conducted.

Unlike the immature worker termite, which is white in color (Figure 3), the 
winged, adult termite can be, depending on the species, black, brown or caramel 
in color. Winged termites can be distinguished from winged ants by:

• the presence of straight, bead-like antennae (winged ants have elbowed 
antennae),

• the lack of a “waist” (winged ants have a distinct constriction between 
body regions), and

• the presence of two pairs of wings, where all wings are the same size 
(winged ants have two pairs of wings but the front pair is larger than the 
hind pair) (Figure 7).

Figure. 6. In Georgia, Formosan termites swarm at 
night (just after dusk) during late May and early 
June, and are attracted to lights.

Figure 7. Three characteristics are useful to 
distinguish winged termites (right) from 
winged ants (left).
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Comparison of ant and termite swarmers
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