A Guide to
Ants

ALAMEDA COUNTY

VECTOR
CONTROGL

(510) 567-6800 « www.acvcsd.org

Alameda County Department of Environmental Health

Ants are highly social insects that are closely related
to bees, wasps and yellowjackets. Even though they
do not transmit disease or present an immediate
threat to public health, they are the most common
pest found in and around human dwellings. Ants are
notoriously industrious, organized and persistent, and
can become a major problem when found inside the
home. As colonial creatures with great scouts and
numerous workers, they are stubborn survivors and
propagators that can cause massive infestations in
short periods of time.

More than 18 species of ants have been identified in
Alameda County, but only a few species are frequent-
ly encountered as pests. The ant we most often find in
neighborhoods is the Argentine Ant, a prolific invasive
species that has been steadily overwhelming native
ants throughout the state of California. Other ants,
such as the Carpenter Ant, Pavement Ant, False
Honey Ant, Odorous House Ant, and Pharaoh Ant can
occasionally become pest species that invade homes
and businesses.

Appearance and Biology

Ants are primarily outdoor insects that build nests
(colonies) in soil. The nest sites are often found

outside next to buildings, sidewalks, under boards,
stones, tree stumps, buildings or close to the food

sources. Ants usually enter buildings seeking food,
water, warmth, and refuge from harsh or wet weather.
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Ants have four life stages like many other insects.
They grow from eggs to white legless larvae and
pupae before emerging as adults. The adults have
distinct roles in their colonies and fall into one of three
castes: queens, drones and workers. Queens and
drones carry out mating underground and are rarely
seen. The most commonly seen ants are the
thin-waisted, wingless, sterile females, known as
workers. They are responsible for gathering food to
feed the growing colony. The queens are at least two
times larger than female workers and are in charge of
the reproductive function of the colony. Drones are
winged males that are slightly larger than workers.
Their sole function in the colony is to mate with the
gueens. Swarms of males occur between dusk and
dawn but they are rarely seen. Seeing queens is also
rare, but they can sometimes be found on the ground
accompanied by an escort of workers and offspring
when moving to new colony sites.

All ants have a pair of elbowed antennae on the head
and a constricted waist between the thorax and
abdomen called the petiole. This helps distinguish
them from similar looking insects like termites.
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Public Health Concern

The ants of Alameda County present little to no
human health risk. The Red Imported Fire Ant (RIFA)
is a notorious ant that is established in some areas of
Southern California and has not yet been discovered
in Alameda County. The RIFA has a vicious bite and
sting. If a person is allergic to these bites, they can
experience chest pains, nausea, dizziness, or shock,
and should seek medical assistance immediately after
a bite incident. It must be emphasized, however, that
the RIFA has not yet been found in Alameda County
and is mentioned here only in the rare case that the
ant would get imported via interstate commerce and
trade.

For more information of biology, life cycle and identi-
fication of common ants in California, please check
the following University of California Statewide Inte-
grated Pest Management Program at:
http://ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7411.html.
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