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Morphology

Termites are medium to small sized fully social insects (2 mm 
to 20 mm long). They are soft bodied and of colours ranging 
from very pale white to deep brown or black. They live inside 
colonies with two reproductive individuals (i.e. the king and the 
queen) and a very large number of sterile castes (i.e. workers and 
soldiers). The soldiers and workers look very different from the 
reproductive castes. The workers do most of the various tasks 
required by the colony (e.g. rearing young, foraging for food, nest 
building), while the soldiers defend the colony and have no other 
roles. [62]

Taxonomy

Termites are hexapods (see page 31) that form the order 
Isoptera, including 12 families. Termites are a special kind of 
social cockroach and, despite some similarities in shape and size, 
they are not closely related to ants. However, similar to ants, they 
are fully eusocial insects. 

Microhabitat 

They feed on dead plant material at different stages of decay; for 
example, dead wood, dry grass, leaf litter and soil. Some form a 
mutualistic relationship with a fungus called Termitomyces that 
breaks down dead plant material for the termites, who then eat 
parts of the fungus. Because of these food preferences, a few 
are serious timber and crop pests. However, most termites have 
a generally positive effect on ecosystems, living and feeding in 
the soil where they transform its structure, decompose plant 
residues, and help stabilise soils. They perform many of the 
same functions as earthworms, but the two groups are generally 
not found in large numbers together. They are often known as 
ecosystem engineers (see box on page 95) as they profoundly 
affect the structure of habitats for other organisms, both inside 
and outside their nests.

Diversity, abundance and biomass 

There are about 2 700 described species. They are found in 
very large numbers throughout the warmer parts of the world, 
particularly in tropical rain forests, tropical savannahs and hot arid 
areas; they are not found, however, in many temperate regions 
and never in polar ones. They have their highest densities and 
diversities in tropical rain forests in Africa where they can reach 
up to 10 000 individuals per square metre (m2) and biomasses of 
up to 100 grammes per m2. 

Macrofauna – Termites

• Termites move around in tunnels in the soil or live entirely in tunnels 
in dead wood.

• They are nature's most accomplished non-human architects and 
build nests and mounds of extraordinary complexity, such as those 
in savannahs in Africa, South America and Australia.

• Some termite mounds may have been continuously occupied for 
50 000 years.

Extraordinary architects

A termite mound in Australia. Mounds can be very large, up to 9 metres 
high. These nests are also known as ternitaria. The structure of these 
mounds can be quite complex, including several chambers. (BJ)

Termite-feeding effects. (a-b) Termites' diet is mainly based on cellulose, 
i.e. wood. (c) Some termite species can damage unprotected buildings and 
other wooden structures. (MTB, SG, ST)

Termites live in colonies that are organised in castes. (a) A queen of the species Reticulitermes flavipes and (b) a king of Nasutitermes coxipoensis. They represent the reproductive 
caste. In some species, the mature queen has a greatly distended abdomen and may produce 20 000 to 30 000 eggs per day. A termite queen can live up to 45 years. The king 
grows only slightly larger after mating and continues to mate with the queen for life. (c) Soldiers defend the colony against enemies (such as ants) using their enlarged jaws and 
defensive chemicals secreted by specialised glands (in this image, one soldier and several workers of Labiotermes brevilabius). (d) Workers are numerically dominant in the colony 
and are responsible for foraging, food storage, brood care and nest maintenance (in this image, workers of Anoplotermes sp., a soldierless termite). (MBE, RC)




