
Ants–what are they?
Ants may be black, brown, red or yellow. Adult ants range in size from as small as 
1 millimetre (1/16 to 1/32 inch, e.g. little black ants and thief ants) to as large as 13 
millimetres (1/2 inch) (e.g. carpenter ants).

Ants create new colonies by a process of swarming or budding. The appearance of winged 
queens and smaller winged males means that swarming is taking place. The ants may 
come indoors at this time, but this does not necessarily mean that the ants will succeed in 
colonizing in your home.

Depending on the species, a colony is made up of one or more queen and worker ants. 
The queens lay the eggs while the workers defend the nest, care for larvae (hatched eggs) 
and forage for food. The workers carry food back to the nest to feed the queen, larvae and 
pupae (developing young ants). 

Carpenter ants are larger than other species although the sizes of the workers vary. They 
can cause structural damage to homes as they destroy wood to make room for their nests. 
Piles of sawdust may indicate you have carpenter ants (for further information please refer 
to Health Canada’s Pest Note on Carpenter Ants). 

Carpenter ants are sometimes confused with termites, but it is easy to distinguish between 
them: the termite has straight antennae and a thick waist, and the carpenter ant has a 
very narrow waist and “elbowed” antennae. Termites are present only in specifi c areas in 
Canada.

What can they do?
The species of ants commonly found in Canada are not aggressive, although some can 
sting. Ants should be tolerated as much as possible as they cause little damage in the 
garden. They can even be considered benefi cial because they eat other insects such as 
young silverfi sh and moths. 

Species that are known to invade homes in Canada may include the carpenter ant, the little 
black ant, the odorous house ant, the thief ant and the pharaoh ant. Pavement ants can 
become a nuisance in lawns, gardens and pathways as well as indoors.

How can I manage them?
Ant colonies send out scouts to forage for food. A successful scout leaves a scented trail 
for other workers to follow back to the food source. Removing access to food and water is 
the easiest way to avoid all pest problems. Ants are attracted to many types of food. They 
enjoy eating sugary and greasy foods like peanut butter or crumbs and are also attracted to 
the “honeydew” produced by aphids on infested houseplants.

Store ant-attractive foods in glass jars with rubber gaskets or in plastic containers with • 
lids that snap tight.
Keep kitchen countertops clean. Sweep or vacuum the fl oor frequently, especially • 
around pet dishes.
Rinse containers before disposing of them in the garbage or in recycling bins.• 
Empty kitchen garbage containers frequently.• 
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Remove access to food. 
Photo: TC Lin, poagao.org

Photos: Pest and 
Diseases Image Library, 

Bugwood.org; April Nobile, 
antweb.org; Scott Bauer, 

USDA Agricultural Research 
Service, Bugwood.org

B
ef

or
e 

Pu
rc

ha
si

ng
 a

 P
es

tic
id

e
Id

en
tif

y 
th

e 
pe

st
 c

or
re

ct
ly

.
• 

U
se

 p
hy

si
ca

l c
on

tro
l m

et
ho

ds
 a

nd
 

• 
al

te
rn

at
iv

es
 to

 p
es

tic
id

es
.

R
ea

d 
th

e 
la

be
l d

ire
ct

io
ns

 a
nd

 sa
fe

ty
 

• 
pr

ec
au

tio
ns

 b
ef

or
e 

bu
yi

ng
 th

e 
pr

od
uc

t. 
Th

e 
la

be
l m

us
t i

nc
lu

de
 th

e 
na

m
e 

of
 th

e 
pe

st
 to

 b
e 

co
nt

ro
lle

d 
an

d 
th

e 
tre

at
m

en
t l

oc
at

io
n 

(e
.g

. 
in

do
or

, o
ut

do
or

, g
ar

de
n 

us
es

, p
et

 tr
ea

tm
en

t).
Pu

rc
ha

se
 o

nl
y 

th
e 

qu
an

tit
y 

of
 p

ro
du

ct
 n

ee
de

d 
• 

fo
r t

he
 tr

ea
tm

en
t.

C
on

si
de

r h
iri

ng
 a

 li
ce

ns
ed

 p
es

t c
on

tro
l 

• 
op

er
at

or
.

U
si

ng
 a

 P
es

tic
id

e
C

ar
ef

ul
ly

 re
ad

 a
ll 

la
be

l i
ns

tru
ct

io
ns

 a
nd

 
• 

pr
ec

au
tio

ns
 b

ef
or

e 
us

in
g 

pe
st

ic
id

es
.

D
o 

no
t d

rin
k,

 e
at

 o
r s

m
ok

e 
w

hi
le

 a
pp

ly
in

g 
• 

pe
st

ic
id

es
.

Pe
rs

on
s a

nd
 p

et
s s

ho
ul

d 
va

ca
te

 th
e 

ar
ea

 
• 

du
rin

g 
tre

at
m

en
t. 

C
ov

er
 o

r r
em

ov
e 

aq
ua

ria
.

If
 k

itc
he

n 
ar

ea
 is

 to
 b

e 
tre

at
ed

, c
ov

er
 o

r 
• 

re
m

ov
e 

fo
od

, d
is

he
s a

nd
 u

te
ns

ils
.

A
fte

r U
si

ng
 a

 P
es

tic
id

e
A

lw
ay

s w
as

h 
yo

ur
 h

an
ds

 th
or

ou
gh

ly
 a

fte
r 

• 
ha

nd
lin

g 
an

y 
pe

st
ic

id
e 

pr
od

uc
t.

D
o 

no
t p

er
m

it 
pe

rs
on

s o
r p

et
s t

o 
co

nt
ac

t 
• 

tre
at

ed
 su

rf
ac

es
 u

nt
il 

re
si

du
e 

ha
s d

rie
d 

co
m

pl
et

el
y.

Pr
ov

id
e 

ad
eq

ua
te

 v
en

til
at

io
n 

of
 tr

ea
te

d 
ar

ea
s 

• 
af

te
r u

se
.

   Photos courtesy of: 
Dr. Henri Goulet, Canadian National Collection of Insects
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Diatomaceous earth is 
non-toxic to humans 

and pets.

Place composters at a reasonable distance from the house. • 
Repair and seal as many visible cracks in the foundation and exterior walls of your • 
house as possible. 
Indoors, caulk along baseboards, cracks and crevices to keep the ants from passing • 
through your house—if necessary, use duct tape or petroleum jelly to temporarily seal 
cracks. 
Ants will not cross sticky barriers—try placing two-sided tape around the legs of plant • 
stands. 
Place pet dishes in a shallow dish of water. Ants can’t swim, so they won’t be able to • 
get at your pet’s food.
Flood ant nests repeatedly with a garden hose to encourage the ants to move farther • 
away from the house.
Pour boiling water and detergent down the nest to temporarily reduce the population of • 
a colony. 

Products
Foraging ants gather food and bring it back to the nest to feed ant colony members. A bait 
system therefore, must work slowly enough to allow the poison to be fed to all members of 
the nest. This is a highly effective way of eliminating nests. 

Diatomaceous earth can be placed in the cracks and crevices as a non-chemical means of 
control. This powder is composed of microscopic fossils that scratch the outer ‘skin’ of ants 
causing the ants to dehydrate and die. Natural gum resins can be applied around the base of 
trees and vines.

Baits containing boric acid are generally of low toxicity to other animals. 

Place bait stations directly in the path of foraging ants, but out of the reach of children • 
and pets. Ant trails are commonly found along baseboards, the carpet edge along walls 
or along the edges and inside corners of cabinets. 
Use plenty of bait stations. Two different baits at the same time will give better results.• 
Keep baits available for at least two weeks, repeated bait applications may be needed. • 
Do not use chemical sprays to kill ants while using a bait system or the bait system will • 
not work. Reapply the bait if needed.

Numerous domestic class chemical products are available to control ants. These products 
may contain chemicals such as pyrethrins, pyrethroids, methoprene, propoxur, carbaryl and 
others. Always check the label to make sure the product is intended for indoor use on ants.

Chemicals, sprays and dusts can be used effectively as barrier and nest treatments. 
Applying a chemical directly on the nest may eliminate colonies. Anthills indicate where 
the colony has built a nest, so look for anthills in your yard or follow the ant trails back to 
the nest. Nests located indoors in wall voids can be treated with dusts that can be puffed 
into the area.

Chemical barrier treatments can be applied to baseboards or door and window-frames to 
prevent outdoor nesting species from foraging for food indoors. Spraying indoors where 
trails have been observed may cut off food and water sources for an indoor nest and 
encourage the colony to bud. If the treatment seems to increase the number of ants, have 
the ant species identifi ed or try using a bait system to control them. 

Caulk along baseboards, 
cracks and crevices to 

exclude ants.

    Photo: Dr. Henri Goulet, Canadian 
National Collection of Insects
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Read the label carefully 
before using any pest 

control product.
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N
ote: These are general recom

m
endations. 

C
onsult the label for specifi c instructions.
W

hen in doubt, contact a professional.

W
ipe clean all surfaces that com

e in direct 
• contact w

ith food, such as counters, tables 
and stovetops, including indoor and outdoor 
surfaces.
A

lw
ays store pesticides out of reach of 

• children and pets and aw
ay from

 food and 
beverages.

A
ccidental Poisoning
C

all a poison control centre im
m

ediately and 
• seek m

edical attention.
Take the pesticide container or label w

ith 
• you to the em

ergency facility or physician.
Follow

 fi rst aid statem
ents on the label.

• In case of accidental poisoning of pets seek 
• veterinary attention im

m
ediately.

R
eport pesticide incidents to m

anufacturers 
• (phone num

ber on label). They are required 
to send them

 to H
ealth C

anada.

D
isposing of Pesticides
D

o not reuse em
pty pesticide containers. 

• W
rap and dispose of in household garbage.

Follow
 the product label instructions or 

• contact provincial authorities for disposal of 
pesticides.
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