
Ants in Telecommunications Equipment 

PROBLEM:  On a national basis, various species of ants enter pedestals, cabinets, 
aerial equipment seeking moisture, food source or housing.  They are damaging and 
breaking optical fiber cable and causing outages.  They deposit feces which cause 
corrosion.  They may be a source of allergic reaction for some people when stung. 

PICTURES OF ACTUAL DAMAGE:   
1. Carpenter Ants in splice tray  
2. Odorous House Ants in pedestal-outer shell 
3. Odorous House Ants in pedestal-inner shell 
4. Odorous House Ants in pedestal-TOP view 
5. Odorous House Ants in splice tray 
6. Argentine Ants in solar equipment 
7. Fire Ant Mound by pedestal 
8. Fire Ant Mound close-up 
9.  Fire Ant Mound in transformer 
10. Fire Ant Mound by transformer 
11. Hub in weeds 

ANT DAMAGE TO OPTICAL FIBERS:  This report shows that ants are 
attracted to all fiber by all manufacturers.  This particular report was conducted 
using Harvester Ants.

TYPES OF ANTS:  There are five types of ants that are NATIONWIDE and 
invading telecommunications equipment from California, to New York, to 
Massachusetts, to Florida and Texas. 

1. Harvester Ants (Western & Red)  
2. Odorous House Ants 
3. Argentine Ants 
4. Carpenter Ants 
5. Fire Ants  (Red Imported & other species) 

SOLUTION:   
#4480 Fire Ant & Insect Killer (Literature & MSDS) 
#4045 InsecTape Strips (Literature, MSDS & Application Guide) 
#4049 Insect Tag (Literature & MSDS) 

ABOUT RAINBOW TECHNOLOGY: 
Rainbow Technology Corporation has been in business servicing the 
telecommunications & power industry since 1971, as a manufacturer and a 
distributor.  The SAFETY & CHEMICAL PowerPoint presentation is attached. 

Rainbow Technology Corporation 
261 Cahaba Valley Parkway 
Pelham, AL  35124 
1.800.637.6047 x1117 
www.rainbowtech.net
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Ant Damage to Optical Fibers

In December 2009, Draka received an adverse regarding fiber breaks at an installation.  There 
were a total of 5 breaks, ends from two of the break locations were sent to Draka for analysis.    
These fibers were examined under a microscope, and a peculiar sort of coating damage was 
observed, as shown in the following photographs. 

In the photograph at left, the 
coating is damaged in 
discrete locations.    Coating 
is separated in one spot and 
in the other missing only 
partially around the 
circumference.   The outline 
of the missing coating is 
irregular.

In this specimen, the coating is 
missing, but leaving some of the 
primary coating behind.    At first, 
some type of abrasion was 
considered to be the possible 
explanation.
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After discovering ant infestations in several open architecture pedestals, it was proposed that 
ants could have caused the damage.   Draka tested its fiber in an ant farm, and over a two week 
period the ants produced the same type of damage.     Fibers from other manufacturers were not 
tested in this initial study. 

Subsequently, four additional ant farms were purchased.  
These are typical of the sort seen in classrooms in which a 
colony of ants can be established in a sandy environment 
encased in a narrow volume between two clear plastic 
windows. Ants were supplied, Formica pogonomyrmex or 
harvester ants, common across the entire 48 states.   

Inked fibers were obtained from dry cables acquired from 
other fiber OEM’s labeled Vendor A, B, and C to place in the 
ant farms.    Each ant farm was outfitted with three fibers 
from one of the competitors plus one ESMF Blue fiber from 
Draka.   The fourth ant farm contained four Draka fibers, 
again Blue.   The ant farms simulate an above-ground 
section and an underground section via a plastic barrier 

between the two regions with an access hole in the middle.     The fibers were arranged so that 
they lay “above-ground” on the plastic barrier, spanning the access hole.   The ants were fed and 
watered, and they proceeded to dig tunnels and excavate the sand, moving some of the sand 
above-ground through the access hole.   It was observed that they sometimes moved the fibers 
when they were in the way, but they were not seen trying to eat the coating or attacking the fiber. 

After two weeks the fibers were removed from the ant farms and examined under the 
microscope.  Fibers from all four suppliers were found to be damaged by the activities of the ants 
in the farms.   The ants did not preferentially attack Draka fiber in the competitor fiber farms, but 
rather they did damage to fibers from all vendors.    Photos of the damage follow. 

It was concluded that the harvester ants can and will damage any optical fiber that they 
encounter if the fiber is in the way of their work.   In this test, the ants did not prefer one fiber 
over another. 

Left – Formica pogonomyrmex (Harvester Ants)

This species can be identified by the upturned 
mandibular apical tooth. This tooth is slightly facing 
away from the second tooth.   Short hairs stud the 
head, thorax and abdomen, giving rise to the 
nomenclature.   Individual workers are typically 8 to 
12 mm in length.
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Vendor A Fibers 

The is a picture of Vendor A Yellow inked 
fiber showing the same kind of damage 
from the ants. 

The photo at left is Vendor A fiber 
inked Violet.   Significant damage 
was observed in several locations 
on the fiber, as shown in the 
section here. 

This picture is a close-up of a 
section of the above fiber. 
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Vendor C Fibers 

Vendor B Fibers 
The Vendor B Aqua inked fiber showed damage again very similar in character with that 
observed in the original adverse specimens returned to Draka.  The ink is removed from very 
small areas of the coating as well, but not to the extent seen in the Vendor C samples.

The Vendor C Yellow inked fiber showed 
missing coating very similar in 
appearance to the original fiber 
specimens sent back from the Adverse.    

The Vendor C Black inked fiber 
showed exactly the same type of 
damage as the Yellow fiber, with the 
ink removed from sections of the fiber 
as well as the coating removed down 
to the glass. 
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Draka Fibers 
The ant farm containing only Draka fibers showed damage identical to that seen in the original 
adverse, due to the ants moving the fiber around. 

The next two photographs are of the Draka Blue fiber in the Vendor A ant farm. The Draka fibers 
in the Vendor C and Vendor B ant farms were not damaged. 

Conclusion:
Optical fiber can be damaged by ants.  In testing fiber from all optical fiber manufacturers, it was 
proven that all the fiber samples were damaged by the ants and the ants gave no preference to 
one fiber over the other.

It is recommended that measures be taken to control ant infestation especially in open 
architecture pedestals.  This includes controlling moisture and applying approved insecticide 
products to eliminate the ants.   Ant mitigation methods are available from Rainbow Technology 
(1.800.637.6047 - ext. 1117).  Please contact Jim Ryan (Product Manager – OSP products at 
Draka) at 828-459-8357 if you have any questions. 



HARVESTER ANT – RED & WESTERN Species 

Western Harvester Ant Distribution • (in blue)
West of the Mississippi River in the United States, except for the Florida harvester ant, which is found in the eastern U.S. 

Western Harvester ants enjoy a dry climate, sandy soil, and lots of activity.

Harvester Ant: Facts 
The common species of Harvester Ants - the Red, Western, and California Harvester Ants each have unique behaviors, castes and tasks, feeding, 

nesting patterns and defense mechanisms. The Harvester Ant behavior differs between each species, seen through their feeding and nesting habits. In 

addition, unlike other ants that infest indoor structures, all species of harvest ants prefer not to invade houses and buildings, but will establish their 

nests around gardens or yards, often destroying vegetation. 

The Red Harvester Ants can be aggressive. They give out a painful sting. Sometimes, the stings of red harvest ants can cause allergic reactions, 

especially to those sensitive to their venom. Aside from their powerful stings, the Red Harvester Ant also bites viciously. However, due to the 

competition for food with the ferocious Red Fire Ants, the population of Red Harvester Ants appears to be declining. 

This is an important agricultural pest in many areas. The feeding habits of Red Harvester Ants can be seen as they leave their nests and crawl to their 

food sources, leaving a distinct scent throughout their paths. Once the scent paths stop, the Red Harvester Ants go their own ways and forage for 

food.

The Western Harvester Ant is found in the west at high elevations.  This is a red colored ant that can be almost one half an inch long.  This ant can 

cause damage to highways by encouraging erosion under roads.  Galleries have been found to go over 9 feet deep. 



Red Harvester Ant 

The Red Harvester Ant ranges from Kansas and Oklahoma through western Texas into Mexico and southward through New Mexico and 
Arizona. It occurs sporadically in extreme southern Utah. In the southern part of its range it is commonly found at elevations of more than 
3000 feet. In the United States, the Red Harvester Ant occurs in areas of comparatively low elevations, nesting in soil on open land. They 
may be more commonly found in cultivated land than non-cultivated because of the available food. They nest in barren circular areas of 
varying size with a single entry hole. The nesting area averages about 12 feet in diameter but may range from 3 feet to 35 feet. The ants 
remove the vegetation around the nest allowing the sun to keep the area warm and dry. There may be one or more distinct foraging trails 
that lead from the nest entry hole to surrounding vegetation.



ODOROUS HOUSE ANT 

This native species, found throughout the United States, produces a foul odor when crushed. It smells like a 
"rotten coconut".

Biology and identification of odorous house ants

When crushed, the workers of this species give off an odor which resembles that of rotten coconut, giving 
them their odd name.  There is only one size worker in their colonies; they are usually about 1/8 inch in 
length.  The Odorous House Ant is dark brown to black in color, has 12 segments in its antennae, no 
circle of hairs on tip of abdomen, no club on the antennae, one node, and has an uneven thorax when 
viewed from the side. 

This ant infests structures in certain areas of the country, especially in the mid South regions, Alabama, 
Tennessee, Mississippi and Arkansas.  In areas where the Argentine Ant is a major pest, you will be less 
likely to see the Odorous House Ant.

This ant is very opportunistic, living a variety nesting sites, moving constantly to avoid the perils of 
inclement weather conditions.  Not only will you find huge super colonies, but many satellite colonies 
located close to the main colony.   These different colonies do not fight for food, but rather like to 
exchange food, workers and larvae between the different colony units.  Odorous House Ants feed on 
living and dead insects but are particularly fond of the sweet honey dew produced by aphids, scales and 
mealybugs.  If found inside structures, these ants will eat many available foods but again prefer to feed 
on sweets.  These ants will forage during the day and the night. 

The size of colonies, number of workers, wide variety of food sources and multiple queens per colony 
make this a formidable foe to eradicate.



ARGENTINE ANTS 

You will find Argentine ants mostly in southern United States and in California. 

The general consensus is that they may have entered the United States aboard ships carrying coffee or sugar from Argentina during the 1890s; then expanded 
throughout California and the southern parts of the United States. 

Because the Fire Ant is such a strong competitor to the Argentine Ant they are not as populated in the southeast part of the United States. 

These types of natural competitors are largely absent in California and this state has seen them thrive in the temperate and damp coastal regions. They have 
killed and displaced native ants, many of which are ten times larger in size. 

Click on image to enlarge  
Image courtesy of : ucsdnews.ucsd.edu

Argentine Ants are aggressive, often eliminating other types of ants in the same area. They also destroy and eat other household pests such 
as cockroaches and exposed termites.  However, they prefer sweets and are often found tending aphids or scale insects on plants, using them 
as source of honey dew. 

Their usual habitation is outside, but can present a problem when they come inside foraging for food. 

How to Identify Argentine Ants:

� Uniformly dull brown 
� Petiole with 1 erect node 
� Thorax uneven in shape when viewed from side 
� Musty odor emitted when crushed 

ARGENTINE ANTS HABITS

Argentine Ants can persist in conditions where other ant species could not survive.  
They like to nest in moist soil next to buildings or under them. They can be found near sidewalks or plants. They nest near water and food 
sources.
Foraging ants will enter the house when outside conditions are extremely dry or wet. 



CARPENTER ANTS 

Carpenter Ants are large (.25 to 1 in/0.63 to 2.5 cm) and are indigenous to many parts of the world. They 
prefer dead, damp wood in which to build nests. They do not eat it, however, unlike termites. Sometimes 
carpenter ants will hollow out sections of trees. The most likely species to be infesting a house in the United 
States is the Black Carpenter Ant, Camponotus pennsylvanicus. However, there are over a thousand other 
species in the genus Camponotus.

Carpenter ant species reside both outdoors and indoors in moist, decaying or hollow wood. They cut "galleries" 
into the wood grain to provide passageways for movement from section to section of the nest. Certain parts of a 
house, such as around and under windows, roof eaves, decks and porches are more likely to be infested by 
Carpenter Ants because these areas are most vulnerable to moisture. 

Figure 1. Black Carpenter Ant (Photo credit: 
Vicki Jedlicka). 

Figure 2. Red Carpenter Ant (Photo credit: 
Vicki Jedlicka). 



RED IMPORTED FIRE ANT (RIFA) 

Adult red imported fire ants. Photo: USDA APHIS PPQ Archives, www.forestryimages.org . RIFA workers marked with wire bands.  
Photo: Bart Drees 

Fire ants swarming boot after mound disturbance. Photo: Bart 
Drees. Pustules from RIFA stings. Photo: Murray S. Blum, The University of Georgia, 

www.forestryimages.org 



The Red Imported Fire Ant (Solenopsis invicta), or simply RIFA, is one of over 280 species. Although the red imported fire ant is native to South 
America, it has become a pest in the southern United States, Australia, Taiwan, Philippines, and the southern Chinese province of Guangdong.  RIFA 
are known to have a strong, painful, and persistent irritating sting that often leaves a pustule on the skin. 

In the 1930s, colonies were accidentally introduced into the United States through the seaport of Mobile, Alabama. 

Cargo ships from Brazil docking at Mobile unloaded goods infested with the ants. They have since spread from Alabama to almost 

every state of the American South, from Texas to Maryland. Since the 1990s, infestations have been reported in California and New Mexico. 

The Red Imported Fire Ant (RIFA) is a small reddish brown ant. There are six known species of fire ants (Solenopsis spp.) in the 

United States, three of which are found in Arizona. These three species are the southern fire ant (S. xyloni), and two species of desert 

fire ant (S. aurea and S. amblychila). RIFA has not established in Arizona, but is present in the bordering states of New Mexico and California. 

RIFA are small but highly aggressive. They inject a necrotizing, alkaloid venom when they sting. The stings result in painful, itchy, and persistent 
pustules, and sometimes in severe allergic reactions. Five million people are stung each year in the southeastern United States. About 25,000 of 
these people require medical consultation. When a fire ant mound is disturbed, workers boil to the surface, run up any legs, 

arms, etc. in the vicinity, grab the victim's skin in their mandibles and sting synchronously in response to the slightest movement. The attacks are 
coordinated and dozens or even hundreds of workers sting in unison.




