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How sub’mrranean

By Coy Campenrs anel J. Kevineth Grace

Pkm.‘ @Evimmummm( Prr:frﬂ.l.-m %mm l brm-rvrg of Haw

(fumng a bewer under-
standing of how subterra-
nean termites tunnel in
search of food has beoome
critical as treatment strategics
condinue o focus more on
haits and wsing slow-acting
pesticides that can be spread
through the colony, rather
than on simply keeping the
termites away with repellent
insecticides. Exactly what1er-
mites are doing wnder the
soil has been somewhat of a
mystery, bue scientists at the
University of Hawaii ave seck-
ing to shine light on the ter-
mites’ secrets by studying
their behaviour in two-di-
mensional foraging arenas.

Designed like horizontal
ant farms, plexiglass sheels
tontaining thin layers of
moistened sad are provid-
ng windows into the world of
revmite wnnething and food
searching behaviour, Farly
rescarch using these arenas
determined that in the ab-
sence of anything in the soil
ermites constricted tnmnels
in a systematic fashion that
divided their search ares up
into cqual parts, The soil en-
vironment, however. is ravely
vniform - especially in an ur-
ban covironment. So wore
recendy, researchers art the
University of Hawaii have
used the arenas to simulate a
sitwation in which Formosan
subterranean termite forag-
ers epcoumicr multiple ob-
Jjectsin the soil. They discon-
en:d 1hm mdaed hcrnrr e

miiky substance p.udm cd
pullzapan bacieria and virus
upaon oo tact. |

countering any ohject, ter
mite tunnels ciivided the area
up like spokes of 3 wheel
showing equal preference for
all directions, However when
wermites fonnd ecither food
iwoad) or a hollow space in
the seil. wnnelling activity
was shifteel 10 the area sur-
rounding that spot and
ceased in areas where noth-
ng had been encountered,
Bursts of radial tinnels were
repeated at each encoun-
tered object and lead 1o sub-
sequent encownters with
ncarby ohjects. Apparently.
both finding food and possi-
bie nesting areas {hollow
spaces) in the soil causes the
termites to mnnel out again

searching for more food in
that immediate arca.  This
knmledge could be applied
to texmite control by helping
o deteymine where to place
baits or insecticide applica-
tions 10 maximise the prob-

ability of a lermite encounter:

University of Hawaii re-
searchers are now using
these same sorts of plexiglass
arcnas 10 study termite for-
aging a1 natural outdoor lo-
eations. Results from this re-
scarch will continue 1o be

used to improve the effective- |

ness of termite control meth- |

ads and assist in the develop-
mem of new techniques that

exploit termite hehaviour to |

their own demise.

Looking down on an experimental fermite foraging arene. Termites
lunnel ouivrard from the centrs, encounter vood in the sand, and |
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