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I N TR OD U C T I O N

T e r m i t e s  are social insects that are found t h r o u g h o u t  the 
tropics a nd subtropics. So far, 61 species b e l o n g i n g  to 25 
g en er a and 4 families have been rec or de d in E t h i o p i a  (Cowie et 
a l . , 1990). However, only very few of these are r egarded as
pests of a g r i c u l t u r a l  crops, forestry, r a n g e l a n d s  or wooden 
st ru ct u r e s  such as houses, grain stores and fences. The rest
are h a r m le ss  e it h er  feeding on dead p la nt  materials, soil
o r g a n i c  m a t t e r  or h er bivore dung. Therefore, b efore any termite 
cont ro l m e a s u r e  is undertaken, it is i mp ortant to d e te r m i n e  
w h e th er  a species of termite is a pe st  or not. The mere
p r e s en ce  of termites does not justify control measures. The next 
i m p o r ta n t s t e p  is c o r re ct  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of the term it e pest to 
s elect a p p r o p r i a t e  control measures. W i t h o u t  such vital
i n f o r m a t i o n  any control measu re  u n d e r t a k e n  would be unjustified.

T e r m i t e  id en ti f i a c t i o n  is g e n e r al ly  based on the alates 
(winged-form) or soldier characters. Alates are found only at 
c e rt ai n times of the year d u r in g swarming. As a r e s u l t  they are 
not wi dely used, but soldier castes w hich are f ound t hr ou g ho ut  
the ye ar  are more comm on l y used in termite identification. This 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  key is, therefore, based on s o l d i e r  ch ar ac te r s 
and the m ajor mo rp h ol og ic al  c h a r a c t e r s  u s e d  in the
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of soldiers are shown in Figure 1.

For i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  purposes, 10 - 15 sp ec i me ns  p re fe r r a b l y  
m ajor soldiers, for the species that have two types of soldiers, 
need to be c o l l e c t e d  and pre se rv e d in 80 % alcohol. The
s pe cimens are first identi fi ed  to the family level us in g the 
family key p r o v i d e d  and then to the genus level. I d e n t if ic at i on  
key for spec ie s is not included since it is very d i f f i c u l t  and 
for many g e n e r a  has not been w or ke d out. Similarly, keys for 
the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of soldi e rl es s t ermites are not al so  included 
since this also requires special e q u i p m e n t  and e x p e r t i s e  for the 
d i s s e c t i o n  of di ge st iv e  tubes. Moreover, the soldie rl es s 
termites are not pests since they feed e n t ir el y on soil orga ni c 
m a t t e r .

This key is pr im ar i ly  p r e p a r e d  to a ss is t pl an t he alth 
c l in ic  s t a f f  of the M i nistry of A g r i c u l t u r e  in the 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of termites of agric ul tu ra l  i mp or t a n c e  in their 
r e g i o n s . The key c ou ld  also be used by an yone i nt er e s t e d  in the 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of E th iopian termites. The il lu st r a t i o n s  
i ncluded in this key are r ep ro du ce d from Webb (1961), Bou il l on  
and M a t h o t  (1965) and Natural Re so urces Ins ti tu te  (NRI) 
u n p u b l i s h e d  t ra i n i n g  mat er i al s as a s u p p l e m e n t  to the 
dichotornous key. If, however, samples c a n n o t  be i dentified 
u s i n g  the key p ro vi d e d  or c o n f i r m a t i o n  is needed, they can be 
send to S ho la  Cro p Pr ot ec t io n La bo ra t o r y  of the M i nistry of 
A g r i c u l t u r e .
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1. F o n t a n e l l e  absent; p ro no t u m  with 
a n t e r i o r  margi n concave, flat or 
if sadd l e shaped well pig me n te d 
eyes p r e s e n t  ..................................... 2

F o n t a n e l l e  present, but 
u n d e t e c t a b l e  in some T er mi t i d a e  
in w h ic h  case p r on o t u m  is s a d d l e 
s haped but pi g me nt ed  eyes are
a b s e n t  .............................................  3

2. Cerci 2 segmented; antennae
wi th  19 or fewer s e gm en t .....................  K a l o t e r m i t i d a e

Cerci 3 or more segmented; 
a n t e n n a e  wi th  more than
22 s e g m en ts  .....................................  H o d o t e r m i t i d a e

3. P r o n o t u m  flat, with a n t e ri or
m a r g i n  s t r a i g h t  or conca ve  .................  R h i n o t e r m i t i d a e

P r o n o t u m  saddle shaped .....................  T e r m i t i d a e

HQILQIERMITI DAK

Only one genus ( 
th er ef or e k ey is n ot provided.

is r e p or t ed  in Ethiopia, and

KEY...TO THE,

1. P i g m e n t e d  c o m po un d eyes present; 
p r o n o t u m  w i t h o u t  m edian a n te r i o r  
lobe .................................

Pale, u n p i g m e n t e d  eyes present; 
p r o n o t u m  large and kidney shaped 
w i t h  sides evenly round ed  into 
the p o s t e r i o r  ma rgin .............

Ejaica-LQtfijaa&a 
(Fig. 2)

(Fig. 3)
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KEY TO THE GENERA OP R H TNOTRRMTTfDAK

M a n d i bl e s w i th ou t marginal teeth .............

(Fig. 4)

M a n d i b l e s  with m arginal teeth .................  2

L ef t m a n d i b l e  w i t h  5 or more 
m arg in al  teeth; right mandible
w it h 3 m a r g i n a l  teeth .............................  P s a m m o t e r m e s

(Fig. 5)
Left m a n d i b l e  with small teeth; 
r ight m a n d i b l e  w i t h o u t  teeth; 
l ab ru m s i n o u s l y  curv ed  either 
side t o w ar ds  the very small
p r o j e c t i n g  tip .....................................

(Fig. 6)

KEY TO THE OEMERA..OF TERMITIDAE 

Head drawn out into long conical
tube; m a n d i b l e s  redu ce d ......................... T r i n e r v i t e r m e s

(Fig. 7)
Head no t d r a w n  out into long 
coni ca l tube; ma nd ib le s  well
d e v e l o p e d  .............................................  2

P r o n o t u m  w i t h  2 spines 
p r o j e c t i n g  from the anterior

edge .................................................  P s e u d a c a n t h o t e r m e s
(Fig. 8)

P r o n o t u m  w i t h o u t  spines .........................  3

L a b ru m mor e or less tongue shaped, 
r oun de d or point ed  with or w i t h ou t 
h y a l in e tip  ......................................... 4

L abrum of vari ou s shapes, square, 
e m a r g i n a t e  or tr il ob ed  wit ho u t
h yal in e tip ......................................... 10

M a n d i b l e s  with one or several teeth .........  5

M a n d i b l e s  wit ho ut  teeth .........................  7

Left m a n d i b l e  with several teeth, 
right m a n d i b l e  with one tooth; 
small spe ci es  .....................................

Le f t m a n d i b l e  wit h one tooth ................. 6

(Fig. 10)



Left m a n d ib le  with a very robust 
f or wardly d i r e c t e d  tooth; right 
m an di b l e  with* r elatively small
tooth .................................................  Od o n t o t e r m es

(Fig. 9)
Left mandible with small tooth;
small species ..................................... Mi.crQ±srraes.

(Fig. 13)

L abrum with hyaline tip; large
species ............................................. tlftcrciermas.

(Fig. 11)
Labrum w i t h o u t  hyaline tip;
small species ..................................... 8

Head long and rectangular; 
mandibles thick with minute
serrations a l o n g  inner margin ................  M i c r o c e r o t e r mes

(Fig. 12)
Head rounded, man di bl es  slender 
w i t h o u t  s e r r a t i o n s  along inner
m a r g i n  .................................................  9

4

9. M a n d i b l e s  s t r on gl y curved 
inwards at tip; ant en na e 15
s e g m e n t e d  .........................................  A n c i s trot

(Fig. 14)
M a n d i b l e s  c u r v e d  in lightly 
at tip; a n t e n n a e  12 to 14
s e g m e n t e d  ......................................... MLcjccterraas.

(Fig. 13)

10. M a n d i bl es  s i c kl e s h a p e d ......................... Ami_t.exia£S.
(Fig. 15)

M a n d i b l e s  n o t  sickle shape .....................  11

11. F r on t of the head drawn forward 
into a small nose which lies 
p a r tl y ove r the labrum; small
s pecies .............................................  A nfiulitermes

(Fig. 16)

Front of the head not as above ............. 12

12. L abrum forked, d e ep ly  bilobed .................
(Fig. 17)

L ab ru m not d e e pl y bilobed .....................  13

13. Left m a n d i b l e  bent .............................
(Fig. 18)

Left m a n d i b l e  not bent ; labrum 
longer than broad with concave

tip ........................................... Termes.



M A JO R F E A T UR E S OF T E R M I TE FAMri.TES

The K a l o t e r m i t i d a e  are c o m mo nl y kn ow n  as dry - wood 
termites, as they live and feed en ti re l y on wo o dy  ma te rials 
w i t h o u t  any c o n t a c t  with the soil. Such feeding habits rest r ic t 
their d a m a g e  enti re ly  to woody pe rennial plant s such as tea, 
c of fe e and citrus. They are r ep re se n te d by two ge nera in 
E th io p i a  n a m e l y  Nfi_Qifixme.s. and E pi ca l o t e r m e s  : however, their pest 
status is n o t  known.

The H o d o t e r m i t i d a e  are known as h a r v es te r termites. They 
feed rnainy on grass and grass litter which they c o l l e c t  d u ri ng  
the n i g h t  or c oo l er  hours of the day. Occasion a ll y,  they may 
feed on non - gr am i n a c e o u s  plant ma te ri al s and h e r b i v o r e  dung. 
So far only one genus, liojiQ i.erm fiS . has been recorded in Ethiopia, 
but its p e s t  status is not known.

The family Rhinoterrnitidae co n si st s of several species that 
c o ul d feed on tree stumps and logs. Three g e n e r a  na mely 
C-QPioJifirmejs., Iie.tfiroi.ermes. and P_s.ammo.tfirmej5 have been recorded in 
Ethiopia. T h e i r  pest status is not known; however, el se w he re  
they are r e p o r t e d  as pests of non - staple food c r op s such as 
tree crops, s ugar cane and tea.

The fami ly  T e r m i t i d a e  are known as higher termites. Their 
m ajor c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  feature is lack of s y m b i o t i c  intestinal 
protozoans. They cont a in  76% of the gene ra  and over 85% of 
term it e spe c ie s so far d es cr i b e d  in Ethiopia. The family 
T e r m i t i d a e  also c onsists of 4 s u b f a m i l i e s  namely 
A p i c o t e r m i t i n a e , T e r m i t i n a e ,  N a s u t i t e r m i t i n a e  a n d
Macroterrnitinae . The family M acrotermi tinae , also k nown as the 
f u n g u s - g r o w i n g  termites c ontains the major pest species of 
a g r i c u l t u r a l  importance.
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Table 1. T e r m i t e  species recorded in E thiopia

Family
s u b f a m i l y  Species

Neotermes aridus W i l k i ns o n 
N. erythraeus Si lv estri 
N. superans Silvestri 
Epicaloterrnes aethiopicus S j o s te dt

Hodotermes erithreensis S j o s t e d t
H. mossambicus (Hagen)

Coptotermes arnanii (Sjostedt) 
Heterotermes aethiopicus (Sjostedt) 
Psamnotermes hybostoma D e s n e u x

Amitermes acinacifer Sands 
A. evuncifer Silvestri 
A. lonnbergianus (Sjostedt)
A . messinae Fuller 
A. sc.iangallorum Ghidini 
A. sornaliensis S j ostedt 
A. spinifer Silvestri 
A. unidentatus (Wasmann)
Angulitermes nilensis Harris 
Cubitermes savattarii G h id in i 
Microcerotermes parvulus (Sjostedt)
M. parvus (Haviland)
Pericapritermes sp.
Termes heteraspis (Silvestri)

A p i c o t e r m i t i n a e  Adaiphrotermes sp. nr. scapheutes Sands
Alyscotermes trestus Sands 
Astalotermes sp.
Astratotermes sp. nr. pacatus (Silvestri) 
Ateuchotermes rastratus Sands 
Firmiterrnes abyssinicus (Sjostedt)
F. tripolitanus (Sjostedt)

N a s u t i t e r m i t i n a e  Trinervitermes dispar (Sjostedt)
T. geminatus (Sjostedt)
T. occidentalis (Sjostedt)
T. oeconorrus (Tragardh)- 
T. rapulum (Sjostedt)
T. togoensis (Sjostedt)

K a l o t e r m i t i d a e

H o d o t e r m i t i d a e  

R h i n o t e r m i t i d a e

T e r m i t i d a e
T e r m i t i n a e
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Table 1. (Continued)

Family
S u b f a m i l y  Species

Terrnitidae (Continued)

Macroterrnitinae Ancistroterrnes crucifer (Sjostedt)
A. latinotus (Holmgren)
A. periphrasis S jostedt 
Macrotermes subhyalinus (Rambur)
M. herus (Sjostedt)
Microterrnes aethiopicus B a r n e t t  etal.
M. rnagnocellus (Sjostedt)
M. neghelliensis Ghidi ni  stat.nov.
M. tragardhi (Sjostedt)
Microtermes sp. nr. vadschaggae (Sjost.) 
Odontotermes anceps (Sjostedt)
0. badius (Haviland)
0. boranicus (Ghidini)
0. bottegoanus (Sjostedt)
0. classicus (Sjostedt)
0. ebeni (Sjostedt)
0. rnaledictus (Ghidini)
0. mediocris (Sjostedt)
0. rrontanus (Harris)
0. rectanguloides Sjo st ed t  
0. rothschildianus (Sjostedt)
0. smeathrrcani (Fuller)
0. sorrvaliensis (Sjostedt)
Pseudacanthotermes militaris (Hagen)
Cynacantho terrnes sp. nr. zanaibarensis (Sjost.)

Source: C o w i e  etal. (1990)



8

Fig. 1 Dorsal view of soldier caste
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KALOTERMITIDAE

Fig. 2 Epicalotermcs Fig. 3 Neotermes

R HI NOTERMITID A E

Fig. G lleterotermos4 Coptotecmes

Fig. r> Psamnotcrmes
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Fig.

Fig.

TERMITIDAE

7 Trincrvitcrmes

9 Odontiotermcs

Fig. 3 Pseudacanthotcrmes

Fig. 10 Synacanthotermes

Fig. 12 Microcerotermes

Fig. 11 Macrotermes



Fig.

Fig.

Fig.

13 Microtermes
Fig. 14 Ancistrotermes

.5 Amitermes lateral
view

dorsal
view

Fig

17 C u b i t e r m e s

Fig. 10 Pericapriterrnes

16 Angulitermes

Fig. 19 Terrnes
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QLQ^SARY.

A n t e r i o r
B i l ob ed
Castes

Cercus (PI., cerci) -

C onc av e
Conical

E m ar gi n a t e

E on tanele

Forked
Hyal in e
L abrum

Lobe
Man di bl e

M arginal te et h  
P i g m e n t e d  
P o s t e r i o r  
P r o n o t u m

Robust
S e rr at io n
Sinous
Spine
Tr il ob ed

Front; in front of 
Havi ng  two lobes
The various forms of matured in dividuals 
such as workers, soldiers, queens, etc. 
One of a pair of a pp en d a g e s  at the end of 

1)
the interior of a
with a flat base,

sphere
t ape ri ng

abd om en  (Fig.
H o llowed out;
C y l i n d e r i c a l , 
to a point
Notched; with an obtuse, round e d or 
q u adrate section cut from a margin 
A small depressed, pale spot on the front 
of the head betw ee n the eyes (Fig. 1) 
H aving fork or forklike end 
T r a n s p a r e n t  or partly so 
The upper lip, lying just below the 
clypeus (Fig. 1)
Any pr om in e nt  rounded process
Jaws; one of the a n t er io r pair of the
paired m o u t h p ar t struc tu re s (Fig. 1)
teeth on the inner side of a m a n di bl e
Colored
Hind or rear
The upper or dorsal surface of the 

prothorax 
Stout or thickened 
A tooth al o ng  the edge like 
Undulating; cu rved in 
A th or nlike o u t g r o w t h  
H a v in g three lobes

a saw 
and out
of the c u ti cl e

KEEERENCE&

1. Cowie, R.H., T.G. Wood, E.A. Barnett, W.A. Sands and
H.I.J. Black. 1990. A c h e c k l i s t  of the te rm it es  of 
E t h io pi a  wit h a review of their biology, d i s t r i b u t i o n  
a nd pest status. Afr. J. E c o l . 28: 21-33

2. Bouillon, A. and G. Mathot. 1965. Quel est ce termite
A f r i c a i n ?  Zooleo, 1: 1-115

3. Webb, G.C. 1961. Keys to the genera of the Afri ca n termites. 
Ibadan U niversity Press, 36pp.




