How to Get Rid of Ghost Ants and Sugar
Ants in Your Florida Home

If you live in Florida, you have likely encountered a tiny, persistent ant that seems to
appear out of nowhere, swarming your kitchen counters or marching in a seemingly
endless line toward a forgotten crumb. Often referred to colloquially as “sugar ants,”
these miniature invaders are frequently a specific and highly adaptable species known
as the ghost ant. These pests are one of the most common and frustrating indoor
challenges for homeowners across Palm Beach, Broward, Martin, and St. Lucie
counties. Their ability to establish vast colonies and their unique biological traits make
them particularly difficult to eradicate using conventional methods.

Understanding the behavior, biology, and preferences of these ants is the first critical
step in reclaiming your home. Ghost ants thrive in the subtropical climate of South
Florida, taking full advantage of the high humidity, frequent rains, and warm
temperatures. When you combine this ideal environment with the shelter and food
sources provided by human dwellings, it is easy to see why these tiny insects are so
prevalent. This comprehensive guide will walk you through everything you need to
know about identifying these pests, understanding why typical treatments often fail,
and implementing a highly effective, multi-step strategy to eliminate them from your
property for good.

Identifying the Culprit: Ghost Ants vs. Sugar Ants

The term “sugar ant” is frequently used as a catch-all phrase by homeowners to
describe any small ant that is attracted to sweet foods. In reality, the true sugar ant
(Camponotus consobrinus) is native to Australia and is not found in Florida. When
South Florida residents complain about sugar ants, they are almost always dealing
with ghost ants (Tapinoma melanocephalum), though they could occasionally be
encountering Pharaoh ants or Argentine ants. Accurate identification is essential
because different species require entirely different treatment strategies.

Ghost ants are incredibly small, measuring merely 1.3 to 1.5 millimeters in length.
Their most distinguishing feature is their coloration, which gives them their spooky



moniker. They possess a dark brown or black head and thorax, while their abdomen
and legs are a pale, translucent milky-white. This unique two-toned appearance makes
them extremely difficult to spot on light-colored surfaces like white countertops, tile
floors, or baseboards. They often seem to materialize out of thin air, only becoming
visible when they move or when they congregate in large numbers around a food
source.

Another defining characteristic of the ghost ant is its erratic movement. Unlike some
ant species that march in rigid, highly organized lines, ghost ants tend to scurry rapidly
and unpredictably, especially when disturbed. If you are still unsure whether you are
dealing with ghost ants, there is a simple, albeit slightly unpleasant, test you can
perform. When crushed, ghost ants emit a very distinct, foul odor that is often
described as smelling like rotten coconuts. This smell is a definitive indicator that you
are dealing with this specific species.

Why Ghost Ants Thrive in South Florida

Florida’s climate is essentially a paradise for ghost ants. These insects are tropical in
origin and require high levels of moisture and warmth to survive and reproduce. The
heavy rainfall, high humidity, and lack of freezing winter temperatures in counties like
Palm Beach and Broward provide the perfect year-round conditions for these colonies
to flourish.

Outdoors, ghost ants typically nest in the soil, under tree bark, inside hollow branches,
or beneath stones, leaf litter, and landscape mulch. However, they are highly
adaptable and will readily move indoors when outdoor conditions become
unfavorable, such as during periods of extreme rain that flood their nests, or during
dry spells when they are desperately searching for moisture.

Once inside your home, they seek out areas that mimic their preferred outdoor
environment. This means they are almost always found in kitchens and bathrooms,
nesting in wall voids, behind baseboards, inside cabinetry, under sinks, or even within
the soil of potted houseplants. Their tiny size allows them to exploit microscopic
cracks and crevices that other pests cannot access, making exclusion a significant
challenge.



The Critical Mistake: Why Spraying Makes It Worse

When faced with a trail of ants on the kitchen counter, the immediate instinct for most
homeowners is to grab a can of insecticidal spray and douse the area. While this might
provide the immediate satisfaction of seeing the visible ants die, it is actually the worst
possible action you can take when dealing with ghost ants. Understanding why
requires a brief lesson in ant biology and a phenomenon known as “colony budding.”

Ghost ant colonies are highly mobile and polygyne, meaning a single colony contains
multiple reproducing queens. When you spray a repellent insecticide, you are only
killing the foraging worker ants, which make up a tiny fraction of the total population.
The queens and the rest of the colony remain safely hidden within your walls.
However, the repellent nature of the spray signals to the colony that they are under
attack.

In response to this perceived threat, the colony undergoes a process called budding.
The multiple queens will separate, taking a portion of the worker ants and brood (eggs
and larvae) with them to establish entirely new, independent colonies in different
locations throughout your home. By spraying, you have effectively taken one localized
ant problem and fractured it into half a dozen new infestations spread across multiple
rooms. This is why you may spray an area one day, only to find ants appearing in a
completely different part of the house the next.

The Right Approach: Strategic Baiting

Since spraying is counterproductive, the most effective method for eliminating ghost
ants is the strategic use of insecticidal baits. Baiting uses the ants’ natural foraging
behavior against them. The goal is not to kill the ants immediately upon contact, but
rather to provide them with a toxic food source that they will carry back to the hidden
nest and share with the rest of the colony, including the queens.

Ghost ants have a strong preference for honeydew, a sweet substance excreted by
plant-feeding insects like aphids. Therefore, sweet, liquid-based baits are generally the
most attractive and effective option. These baits typically contain a slow-acting active
ingredient, such as borax or indoxacarb, mixed with a sugary attractant.

When placing baits, observation is key. Do not place bait randomly; instead, locate the
active ant trails and place the bait stations directly adjacent to them. The ants should



discover the bait, consume it, and leave a pheromone trail to guide other workers to
the food source. You will likely see a significant increase in ant activity around the bait
station initially. It is absolutely crucial that you do not disturb or kill these feeding
ants. You must allow them to consume the bait and return to the nest.

The Dual Baiting Strategy

While sweet liquid baits are the primary weapon against ghost ants, their dietary
preferences can shift depending on the nutritional needs of the colony. During periods
of rapid growth and reproduction, the colony requires more protein to feed the
developing larvae. If you find that the ants are ignoring your sweet baits, it is time to
implement a dual baiting strategy.

This involves offering a sugar-based bait alongside a protein or grease-based bait.
Protein baits often contain ingredients like peanut butter or fish oil. By providing both
options simultaneously, you ensure that you are meeting the colony’s current
nutritional demands, regardless of what they are foraging for on that particular day.
Place both types of bait near the active trails and observe which one the ants prefer.

Sanitation: Removing the Scent Trails

While baiting is working behind the scenes to destroy the colony, you must also
eliminate the environmental factors that are attracting the ants in the first place. Ghost
ants navigate and communicate by leaving invisible pheromone trails for other
workers to follow. If you do not remove these trails, new ants will continually find their
way into your home, even after the original colony has been eliminated.

Thorough cleaning and sanitation are essential. Wipe down all countertops, tables,
and stovetops immediately after food preparation and meals. Pay special attention to
cleaning up spills, particularly sweet or sticky substances like juice, honey, or syrup.
Use a cleaning solution that breaks down the pheromone trails; a mixture of equal
parts white vinegar and water is highly effective for this purpose.

Furthermore, you must secure all potential food sources. Store pantry items like sugar,
cereal, crackers, and pet food in airtight, hard plastic or glass containers. Ghost ants
can easily chew through thin plastic bags or cardboard boxes. Ensure your indoor
trash cans have tight-fitting lids and are emptied regularly. Never leave dirty dishes in



the sink overnight, as the food residue and moisture are highly attractive to these
pests.

Sealing Entry Points and Moisture Control

Exclusion is the next critical phase of your pest control strategy. Because ghost ants are
so small, sealing every possible entry point can be a daunting task, but it is necessary
to reduce the likelihood of future infestations. Carefully inspect the exterior of your
home, focusing on areas where utility pipes, wires, and cables enter the building. Use a
high-quality silicone caulk to seal any cracks, crevices, or gaps around windows, doors,
and the foundation.

Ensure that weather stripping around doors and windows is intact and functioning
properly. Pay attention to the weep holes in brick facades; while these should not be
sealed completely, they can be fitted with specialized mesh covers that allow moisture
to escape while preventing insects from entering.

Equally important is managing moisture levels in and around your home. Ghost ants
are highly dependent on water, and eliminating excess moisture will make your
property far less hospitable to them. Indoors, promptly repair any leaky faucets, pipes,
or showerheads. Ensure that bathrooms and laundry rooms are well-ventilated to
reduce humidity. Outdoors, adjust your irrigation system so that it does not spray
directly onto the foundation of your house. Ensure that gutters and downspouts are
clear of debris and are directing water well away from the building.

Outdoor Colony Management

To achieve long-term success, you must address the ghost ant populations living in
your yard before they have a chance to move indoors. Begin by modifying your
landscaping to create a less favorable environment for these pests. Keep tree branches
and shrubs trimmed so they do not touch the exterior walls or roof of your home.
These branches act as convenient bridges, allowing ants to bypass perimeter
treatments and enter your house directly.

Remove unnecessary debris from your yard, such as fallen leaves, decaying wood, and
grass clippings, as these provide ideal nesting sites. If you use mulch in your garden
beds, keep it pulled back at least 12 to 18 inches from the foundation of your home.



Consider replacing organic mulch near the foundation with an inorganic alternative,
such as crushed stone or gravel, which does not retain moisture or provide a suitable
habitat for ants.

For outdoor treatment, you can apply granular ant baits around the perimeter of your
home and in areas where you suspect colonies may be nesting, such as in mulch beds
or at the base of trees. These granular baits work on the same principle as indoor
liquid baits; foraging ants carry the granules back to the nest, eventually eliminating
the entire colony.

The Importance of Patience

When dealing with ghost ants, patience is perhaps your most valuable tool. Baiting is
not a quick fix. It takes time for the foraging ants to discover the bait, consume it, carry
it back to the nest, and distribute it throughout the colony. It is common to see ant
activity continue for several days, or even up to two weeks, after placing the bait
stations.

During this time, you must resist the urge to spray the ants or disturb the bait stations.
If you kill the foraging ants before they can share the bait, the treatment will fail. Trust
the process, maintain strict sanitation practices, and monitor the bait stations
regularly, replenishing them as needed until all ant activity ceases.

When to Call a Professional

While the strategies outlined in this guide can be highly effective for managing minor
to moderate ghost ant infestations, there are times when DIY methods simply are not
enough. Ghost ants are notoriously resilient, and their ability to establish massive,
interconnected supercolonies can quickly overwhelm a homeowner’s efforts.

You should consider contacting a licensed pest control professional if you have
diligently followed a baiting and sanitation program for several weeks without seeing
a significant reduction in ant activity. Furthermore, if you are finding ants in multiple
rooms throughout your house, or if the infestation is severe enough that it is causing
you distress or contaminating your food, it is time to seek expert assistance.



Pest control professionals have access to specialized, non-repellent commercial-grade
products that are not available to the general public. They also possess the training
and experience necessary to accurately identify the specific species, locate hidden
nesting sites, and implement a comprehensive, integrated pest management plan
tailored to your home’s unique situation.

If you’re in Palm Beach, Broward, Martin, or St. Lucie County and need expert help,
O’Hara Pest Control has been helping Florida homeowners since 1973. Call 561-655-
9011 or visit oharapestcontrol.com.



