Esteem® + fertilizers: red imported fire ant suppression in hay pastures using
application of Esteem® (pyriproxyfen) ant bait and granular fertilizer hopper blends
Paul R. Nester, Extension Program Specialist
Bastiaan “Bart” M. Drees, Professor and Extension Specialist
Mike E. Heimer, County Extension Agent
Alejandro A. Calixto, Extension Associate
Texas AgriLife Extension Service, TX A&M System.
The concept of applying dry fertilizer with a broadcast-applied bait product for the
suppression of the red imported fire ant, Solenopsis invicta Buren (Hymenoptera:
Formicidae) promises to reduce application cost by eliminating a trip across the field. Earlier
work (Barr 1991) indicated that blending a bait-formulated fire ant insecticide with dry
fertilizer quickly reduces the acceptability of the bait product compared to not blending the
bait with fertilizer. However, ants were not repelled by the fertilizer and retrieved bait when
applied simultaneously but without prior blending. This concept was demonstrated using a
“tandem” treatment in a field trial by mounting the Herd GT-77 model broadcast seeder on
top of a dry fertilizer spreader (Drees et al. 1994). Assessment of an ant bait product
formulation blended with encapsulated dry fertilizer in a field trial resulted in spotty
performance of the bait, in part, because the bait separated from the fertilizer in the hopper
due to the different weights of the particles, and because the broadcast of heavier fertilizer
particles with the light weight bait likely resulted in differential swath widths between the
two components.
With the recent labeling of Esteem® Ant Bait (pyriproxyfen, Valent U.S.A.) for use in
hay pastures, there is a renewed interest in blending fire ant bait with fertilizer. Esteem®
Ant Bait, also sold as Distance® Ant Bait in urban markets, is an insect growth regulator
(IGR) that produces a slow but extended period of 80 to 90 percent reduction of mounds or
nests of the red imported fire ant. This trial was conducted to assess the feasibility of
Esteem® Ant Bait blended with commercially provided dry fertilizer formulations to manage
fire ant populations in a commercial hay pasture.
Materials and Methods
Twelve plots, 300 by 300 ft (90,000 sq ft/43,560 sq ft/acre = 2.07 acre), were established
in Jiggs Bermuda pasture north of Dobbin, Texas, August 29, 2007. Pre-counts of active fire
ant mounds were taken within 0.25 acre circles centered in the plot. Fire ant mounds were
considered active if dozens of ants emerged when the mound was disturbed with a shovel.
Using fire ant mound density as the blocking parameter, three treatments, Esteem® +
fertilizer, Esteem®, and untreated were randomized within the blocks. (Figure 1)
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Figure 1: Aerial view of position of plots

All Esteem® (2.0 lb product/acre) treatments were applied using a GT-77 Herd Sure-Feed
Broadcaster (Herd Seeder Co. Inc., Logansport, IN, www.herdseeder.com) mounted on a
Kawasaki Prairie 700 ATV (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Fire ant bait application

The Esteem® (2 lb/acre) + fertilizer blend treatment [100 lb/acre with assay: Nitrogen (N)
21%; Phosphate (P2O5) 7%; Potassium (K2O) 14%; Sulfur (S) 8%, American Plant Food
Corporation, Galena Park, TX] was applied with a PTO driven Fuerst FB659 cone fertilizer
spreader mounted via three point hitch to a tractor (Figures 3 through 6). The Fuerst
spreader and tractor was calibrated to spread 100 lb/acre of fertilizer. Fire ant bait and
fertilizer blending was accomplished using a portable cement mixer. Two hundred pounds of
fertilizer was blended with 4 lbs of fire ant bait then poured into the cone spreader. Initial
treatments were applied mid-morning to plots August 31, 2007.
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All plots were re-assessed for active fire ant mounds November 6, 2007. For each preand post-treatment sampling date the number of active ant mound per sub-plot data for each
treatment were analyzed using Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) and means separated using
Duncan’s Multiple Range Test at P<0.05 (SPSS for Windows 15.0)

Figure 3: Blending fertilizer and fire ant bait

Figure 4: Spreading blend

Figure 5: Products
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Figure 6: Caking of blend in bottom of spreader

Table 1. Impact of Esteem® (pyriproxyfen) Ant Bait plus fertilizer on the number of
active red imported fire ant mounds per acre in a Bermuda grass pasture, Montgomery
Co., TX, 2007.
Treatment

untreated control
Esteem® Ant Bait
Esteem®

Pre-treatment
Aug. 29

Post-treatment
Nov. 6

51.0
57.0
58.0

98.0a
9.0b
19.0b

d.f. = 2
F
P
Mean Square

0.04
0.961
7.33

8.483
0.008
9508.0

Summary
While laboratory assays of conventionally formulated imported fire ant bait blended with
dry granular fertilizer indicate that bait becomes less attractive to foraging fire ants, no
significant differences in bait acceptability were documented in bait blended with fertilizers
tested and aged for less than 24 hrs. However, there was a numerical trend toward reduced
attractiveness (Drees and Summerlin 2007).
Results of this field trial document that fire ant mound reduction achieved in 3 months
following a fall application of Esteem® Ant Bait significantly reduced red imported fire ant
mound numbers compared to no treatment (Table 1). Fire ant mound reduction resulting
from the treatment of Esteem® Ant Bait blended with dry fertilizer in the field just prior to
broadcast application was not significantly different than that achieved by applying the bait
alone, although numerically the number of fire ant mounds in the plots treated with the blend
was slightly lower.
Factors affecting reduced attractiveness of bait particles blended with fertilizer include: 1)
type of fertilizer; 2) aging conditions including heat and humidity; and 3) fertilizer particle
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size with dusty or powdered fertilizer reducing attractiveness more quickly. One issue that
did arise during application was the “caking” of the bait and fertilizer around the bottom of
the Fuerst cone spreader which was more of a mechanical issue and not a blending issue.
This “cake” was easily broken away and may block the opening of the spreader resulting in
misapplication. Though this did not affect the application of the blend in this study, periodic
monitoring of the opening is advised if many acres are to be treated to assure a good
application.
Data from this trial suggests that blending of a fire ant bait product with fertilizer is an
option to reduce application cost by eliminating a trip across the field. Results have been
submitted to the manufacturer, Valent U.S.A., for their consideration at additions to the
product label. While users of the Esteem® Ant Bait product can practice the fertilizer and ant
bait blend, the Texas AgriLife Extension Service will not recommend this practice until after
the manufacturer has made commitments to support this application method. In the State of
Texas, blending of a fire ant bait product with the fertilizer product is the responsibility of
the end user. This blending cannot be performed by the fertilizer distributor unless
adequately licensed by the State of Texas to perform this function.
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