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Rebooting Florida’s Effort 
to Crush the Invasive

It’s back! An exceptionally adaptable, 

fl exible and voracious termite snuck 

into south Florida from the tropics, 

originally identifi ed in Dania Beach, 

Florida in 20011. This challenging 

species has tremendous potential for 

swift dispersal, survival in a variety of 

structural and natural habitats across a 

broad geographic range, and decisive 

economic consequences. It has expansive 

tastes, eagerly consuming dead wood 

from live, or dead, trees (yes, including 

citrus), shrubs, roots, structures and 

furniture as well as cardboard and 

other paper products. With the recent 

resurgence of the infestation, the state 

of Florida has reinvented containment/

control/eradication efforts targeting this 

species, and is partnering with FPMA and 

the broader industry to move forward 

with aggressive, innovative action plans. 

Comprehensive and strategic treatment, 

vigilant inspection and monitoring, 
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diligent containment initiatives, 

professional training and public 

education and enterprising collaborations 

will be required to attempt to evict this 

invasive termite and thwart the immense 

impacts it could wreak. This article 

addresses four timely questions central 

to the rebooted control effort.

Why is this invasive species, formerly 
nicknamed the “Tree Termite,” now 
called the “Conehead Termite?”

Both nicknames refer to the same, 

single termite species, scientifi c name 

Nasutitermes corniger. The termite’s 

original nickname, “Tree Termite,” led 

to confusion—primarily the incorrect 

inference that it always lived and nested 

in or on trees, as well as the false sense 

of security that “at least my house is 

safe because the ‘Tree Termite’ only eats 

trees.” Not! This hungry, agile termite 

nests in or on—and happily consumes—

trees, shrubs, roots, structures, fences, 

wooden furniture, scrap wood, paper 

products and probably many other 

items made of cellulose. It may build 

nests on open ground with no trees 

close by. Furthermore, “Tree Termite” 

does not distinguish this species to 

assist in unambiguous identifi cation; 

subterranean, drywood and dampwood 

termites may occur in trees in south 

Florida.

The new nickname, “Conehead 

Termite,” was adopted for several 

reasons:

• “Conehead” describes the distinctive 

shape of the soldier form’s dark 

cone- or teardrop-shaped head. 

Soldiers of this species are numerous 

and lively, and are the most likely 

caste for people to see and notice. 

The reinvented nickname therefore 

 “Conehead Termite,” 
Nasutitermes corniger

Two Nasutitermes corniger soldiers perched 
on a portion of nest carton, displaying their 
distinctively cone-shaped heads.



offers distinctive species diagnosis, 

differentiating this termite from all 

others in Florida, as well as from ants 

(often confused with termites by the 

public) and other bugs.

• “Conehead” is a catchy, memorably 

amusing nickname. Although this 

infestation is serious and anything but 

humorous, engaging the public with 

an easy-to-remember, comical but 

meaningful nickname may help evoke 

the attention and cooperation critical 

for success of the eradication effort.

• Although the name was inspired 

by soldier head shape rather than 

Saturday Night Live’s popular 

Coneheads, these termites are exotics 

just like the beloved SNL characters 

were aliens, hence the association fi ts.

• Shifting to a new, more striking 

and descriptive nickname is one of 

several examples of the bold steps 

that the state, partnering with the 

industry, scientists, extension and 

broad educational outreach, and 

hopefully the federal government, 

is implementing as it reboots and 

redirects initiatives to aggressively 

diminish, and hopefully eradicate, this 

invasive species.

What are the easiest ways to identify 
the Conehead Termite?

Three features of this species enable 

swift identifi cation in the fi eld:

1. TUNNELS: Coneheads build narrow 

(usually half-inch wide or less) brown 

“tunnels” or termite highways on 

the sides of trees, houses, walls 

or almost any surface. Of course, 

subterranean termites may also build 

foraging tunnels, but Coneheads are 

tunnel constructors “on steroids”—

the gallery networks are prominent, 

extensive, and often the fi rst sign of 

an infestation. Subterranean termite 

galleries are often narrower than 

Conehead tunnels, although gallery 

width varies in both types of termite.

2. CONEHEADS: The soldier form of 

this termite has a very distinctive, 

dark “conehead” or teardrop-shaped 

head. If you break open an active 

tunnel, termites each about the 

size of a grain of rice dash out, 

including the odd-looking conehead 

soldiers which comprise up to 20-

30% of the individuals in a colony 

(compared with 1-2% soldiers in most 

subterranean or drywood termite 

colonies).

3. NEST: These termites build 

conspicuous dark brown nests, 

usually in the shape of a large ball 

or watermelon with a crisp, bumpy 

surface. Nests may be on, in, or 

by a tree, shrub, or structure, or 

sometimes on open ground. Young 

colonies remain hidden for several 

years while they build population size 

before their “big reveal” when they 

construct a visible nest. The initial 

phase of construction creates a nest 

about the size of a tennis or softball, 

but healthy colonies rapidly expand 

their home such that a nest the size of 

a basketball or even larger may grow 

within a few months, and produce 

alates within a year. Because only 

older colonies build nests, however, 

foraging tunnels are found frequently 

without an apparent nest.

A colony may build multiple, 

connected “satellite” nests, some 

with queens and kings, although 

some nests may lack reproductives. 

Interconnected nests (up to 52 

reported for one “colony” of this 

species in Panama) may cover a broad 

area, often spaced 60 feet or more 

apart2.

Why is removal, bagging and 
destruction of accessible nests 
advantageous, considered a best 
practice and part of Florida’s DACS 
standard operating procedures 
protocol (along with treating foraging 
galleries and other activity centers) for 
Conehead Termite infestations?

The overall strategy of DACS’ 

2013 treatment protocol is to remove 

and destroy accessible nests and use 

termiticides to comprehensively treat 

trees, stumps, structures and substrates 

that hosted nests. Activity centers such 

as foraging galleries, infested wood and 

other dense aggregations of termites 

must also be treated. This aggressive 

combination of strategies should kill 

many colonies, and reduce overall 

population size, health and integrity of 

any surviving Conehead societies enough 

to drastically reduce alate production, 

thus substantially slowing or hopefully 

halting dispersal and expansion of 

the infested area. An obvious caveat is 

that young colonies initiated in recent 

years will remain hidden until they 

reach critical mass population size 

suffi cient to bloom into a visible nest. 

We thus anticipate playing Whac-A-

Mole with this infestation for years into 

the future. The current infestation may 

cover a broader area than presently 

delineated if, as we suspect and must 

plan for, young “stealth” colonies are 

developing—concealed within wood—in 

other neighborhoods. Long-term, diligent 

inspection, monitoring, public education, 

professional training and prevention 

of trees and shrubs, wood debris and 

furniture being transported out of the 

infested and surrounding (high risk) 

areas will be essential to the success of 

this integrated effort.

Extensive foraging tunnel network characteristic of 
this species, including nest on branch in upper right.
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