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Common name: Carpenter ant 

Scientific name: Camponotus spp. 

Description: Carpenter ants are some of the largest ants found in 
the United States; they can range from ¼ inch to ½ inch in size and 
come in a variety of colors. The best way to identify a carpenter ant is to 
look for a single node at their thin waist, hairs around their anal 
opening, and a evenly round thorax (these can be seen in the photo to 
the left).  

Behavior: Carpenter ants are most active at dusk. Unlike pavement 
ants, carpenter ants do not create mounds of dirt and instead can leave 
sawdust piles. They are capable of traveling over 100 yards to search 
for foods and to establish satellite nests. Satellite nests are offshoots of 
the “parent” nest. This occurs when the colony as a whole becomes 
larger and some of the worker and brood ants set up an additional nest 
in order to have more space or be closer to a food source. It is 
uncommon for the “parent” nest to be inside a home or structure, but it 
is very common for a satellite nest and it can cause damage to 
structural wood and wood siding that has water damage. Identifying 
whether there are multiple nests and finding the original one is key to 
carpenter ant management. 

Life cycle: A carpenter ant colony includes one queen and several 
thousand worker ants. The queen is the only female ant in the colony 
to reproduce. Ants have four major life stages: egg, larva, pupa and 
adult. The average worker ant can live for four to five years, with the 
queen capable of living as long as 15 years. Each spring, homeowners 
may see swarms of flying carpenter ants. These swarms are 
reproductive adults that are mating. While male flying ants die after 
mating, female flying ants lose their wings and then establish a new 
colony. 

 

Adult carpenter ant. 

Photo by Wendy Hanson Mazet. 

Carpenter ant lifecycle 
illustrated. 

Illustration by James Schwarz. 

 

 

Carpenter ant illustration.  

Illustration by James Schwarz. 
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Diet and damage: Carpenter ants eat a variety of foods, including 
other insects, nectar and sugary foods. It is important to monitor for 
carpenter ants, as they are capable of damaging compromised wood in 
buildings. Unlike termites, ants do not consume the wood; they only 
chew it to make space for their nest. In nature, this tunneling is 
beneficial to decaying trees; however, it can be dangerous when they 
find a spot inside our homes. Carpenter ants do not sting, but rarely 
they may bite humans, causing a stinging sensation.  

Monitoring: It is important to observe the ant colony before doing 
any control methods, as their behavior can tell you some helpful 
information. By watching their trails, particularly at dusk, you may be 
able to identify one or more nests, as well as finding damaged areas. 
Nests can be found both within the home and outside. If you are 
unable to find trails, nontoxic baits can be set out to create trails for 
you to observe. Help with identification is available by contacting your 
local Extension office. 

Cultural/Mechanical control: Pruning tree branches that are 
near or touching the home can help reduce entrances for the ants. 
Using caulk to seal any holes or cracks in the house can also be 
beneficial. Firewood should be stored off the ground and not against 
structures. Removing any wood in the home that is damaged will also 
help reduce populations or prevent them from establishing. 

Chemical control: There are several synthetic and organic 
insecticides available to control ants, but applying them without being 
able to target the nests is ineffective. Organic products such as 
diatomaceous earth may reduce populations. If the nest is unreachable, 
holes should be drilled into the wood by a pest management 
professional to gain access to the nest. Baits are another control 
method used for ants, however it takes time for the baits to work. Make 
sure that ants are listed as one of the target pest of the baits before 
purchasing. Bait attractiveness can depend on the time of year and the 
ant’s choice in food source at that time. When applying a pesticide, 
read the entire product label thoroughly before application. 

 

Carpenter ant queen.  

Photo by hhelene, stock.adobe.com. 

 

This material is based upon work supported by the National Institute of Food and 
Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture, under Award No. 2021-70006-35488. Any 
opinions, findings, conclusions or recommendations expressed in this publication are 
those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the view of the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture. 
The University of Nevada, Reno is committed to providing a place of work and learning free 

of discrimination on the basis of a person’s age (40 or older), disability, whether actual or 
perceived by others (including service-connected disabilities), gender (including 

pregnancy related conditions), military status or military obligations, sexual orientation, 
gender identity or expression, genetic information, national origin, race (including hair 

texture and protected hairstyles such as natural hairstyles, afros, bantu knots, curls, braids, 
locks and twists), color, or religion (protected classes). Where discrimination is found to 

have occurred, the University will act to stop the discrimination, to prevent its recurrence, 
to remedy its effects, and to discipline those responsible. 
Copyright © 2023, University of Nevada, Reno Extension. 

Extension is a unit of the University of 
Nevada, Reno’s College of Agriculture, 
Biotechnology & Natural Resources 
engaged in Nevada communities, 
presenting research-based knowledge 
to address critical community needs. It 
is a county-state-federal partnership 
providing practical education to people, 
businesses and communities. 

 

If you see a Bee Advisory Box, this 
newly developed EPA label 
denotes a potentially high risk to 
bees and other pollinators. 
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