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Can subterranean termites spread via bags of landscape 
mulch? In our opinion, the greater risk to structures is from 
termites already established on your property as opposed 
to any termite stragglers that may be brought in on bags of 
mulch. Termites can be found in mulch, but their survival 
is poor and here is why: the ability of termites to survive the 
chipping process to create mulch is not good; additionally, 
once separated from the colony, their ability to survive 
further decreases. Finally, even when termites are found 
in mulch, mulch-fed termites suffer significantly lower 
survivorship (Long et al. 2001).

In terms of spreading invasive species like the Formosan 
subterranean termite, the greater problem is associated with 
the transport of large chunks of wood containing enough 
termites to sustain reproductive forms. For example, 
infested railroad ties used in landscape or salvaged timbers 
from razed structures are known to be associated with the 
spread of the Formosan subterranean termite (Forschler et 
al. 2000).

Mulch is useful in keeping mud from splashing up against a 
house. If mulch is part of your landscape, we recommend a 
thin layer (<2 inches) of mulch be placed within 12 inches 
of the foundation to allow the soil beneath to naturally 
dry. Desiccation is the termites’ worst enemy. Also avoid 
watering next to foundation walls and maintain about a 6” 
inspection space so that subterranean termites can be seen, 
if they attempt to enter your home (Figure 1).

Mulch laid too thickly (>4–6 inches) may obscure the 
inspection space around the outside foundation wall 
and can increases the ability of termites to survive where 
they are already established by keeping the soil moist and 
temperatures moderate (Figure 2).

What about inorganic ground covers? Inorganic ground 
covers can be used to create beautiful landscape designs, 
particularly in xeriscapes (Figure 3). However, subterranean 
termites consumed more cardboard in stations under 
inorganic ground covers (pea gravel) compared with 

Figure 1. The building code requires at least a 6 inch inspection gap, as 
shown in the picture above. The inspection gap between mulch and 
siding on the home will allow anyone to see if termites are building 
mud tubes into a structure.
Credits: F. Oi, UF/IFAS
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organic mulches (shredded hardwood bark, miniature pine 
bark nuggets, shredded eucalyptus bark) (Long et al. 2001). 
Thus, it is important to maintain termite protection mea-
sures for your house. Protection measures most commonly 
include soil treatments, bait systems, or wood protection 
measures. (Remember to use a licensed and reputable pest 
control company (Oi et al. 2023)). Also, avoid wood to 
ground contact, including storing mulch off the ground. See 
Termite Prevention and Control (Oi et al. 2020).
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Figure 2. Faux rock is a popular wall covering. Pine bark mulch is 
covering the inspection space along the concrete slab combined and 
irrigation installed too close to the wall in violation of the current 
building code. The Florida building code requires that irrigation be 
installed 1 foot or more away from a building sidewall. Irrigation 
that “water walls” is considered a conducive condition that can void 
termite control warranties. There is enough moisture for weed growth. 
A termite bait was wisely installed in this area.
Credits: F. Oi, UF/IFAS

Figure 3. Landscape designed with inorganic ground cover (A) or a 
mix of organic and inorganic media (B).
Credits: F. Oi, UF/IFAS
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