Wood-Destroying Insects:

The Powder Post Beetles

Douagras C. ALLEN

another many forest owners have

een evidence of powder-post
beetle damage in the timbers of old
barns, camps, outbuildings, or in
stored furniture or other items built of
untreated, seasoned wood. Recognition
and proper identification of these tiny
insects is necessary to understand why
this wood-in-service was susceptible to
attack.

Termites and beetles comprise the
major insect groups capable of destroy-
ing seasoned wood. In this article, I
will discuss two of the more common
families of powder-post beetles, so
called because in the course of feeding
they reduce wood to a very fine dust or
powder. When the grubs complete
development they transform into adults

I tisvery likely that at one time or

Figure 1 Close-up of powder-post beetle
exit holes (A) and frass (B).

thatemerge from infested material
leaving behind tiny, round holes on the
surface of the wood, called “shot-
holes” or “pin holes” (Fig. 1).

Seasoned wood is a precarious
habitat where it is difficult for an insect
to make a living. It is a very dry,
compact environment. Generally, any
moisture that is present is chemically
bound and is only available to the
insect when the wood is digested. The
compactness of this material means
relatively little wood is digested, and
energy gained in digestion is small
relative to the energy expended to
consume the wood. Additionally,
seasoned wood contains very little
available nitrogen, a necessary source
of protein for insect growth and
development.

Anobiids or Furniture Beetles

These beetles belong to the family
Anobiidae (an-no-bee-i-dee). Adults are
0.1” to 0.3” long, cylindrical and
reddish to dark brown. When the beetle

Figure 2 Top view of an anobiid or
furniture beetle adult.

is viewed from the top (Fig. 2), its
head is entirely hidden by the hood-like
second body segment (Fig. 3). Many
members of this group are found
outdoors in seasoned wood such as
fence posts or dead, but still solid,
parts of trees that have been damaged
by a skidder, ice or wind. Other
species are pests of dried vegetable
products such as cereals and tobacco.
The latter are known by common
names like “drugstore beetle,” “ciga-
rette beetle” and “deathwatch beetle.”
The white,
humpbacked, grub-
like larvae (Fig. 4)
may be as much as
0.5" long or shorter
than 0.1" and have
well developed
legs. The wood-
inhabiting members
of this family feed
onseasoned
sapwood of both
conifers (needle-
bearingtrees) and
hardwoods (broad-

Figure 3 Side view of an anobiid. Note how the head (arrow) is
tucked underneath the body.
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Figure 4 Powder-post beetle larvae.

leaved trees). Infested wood is honey-
combed with tunnels filled with loosely
packed whitish powder called frass.
The latter is composed of very fine
particles of undigested wood and fecal
pellets. Frass often accumulates
beneath infested material or on the
surface of the wood below exit holes
(Fig. 1). Unlike most other groups of
wood borers, anobiids are able to
digest cellulose with the aid of yeast
cells found in their digestive tracts.
Woodborers without this ability utilize
only the cell contents (starch) for
nutrition. For successful development,
infested material must have a moisture
content of 13-30%.

Lyctids or true powder-post beetles
occur in the family Lyctidae (lick-ted-
dee). Adults are 0.05" to 0.25" long,
elongate, narrow and slightly flattened.
When the reddish-brown to black
beetles are viewed from the top their
head is clearly visible (Fig. 5).

To anuntrained eye, the grub-like
larva looks very similar to that of an
anobiid (an-o-bee-id). Lyctids rarely
are longer than 0.25", however, and
their legs are not as well developed.
Wood may be infested for many years

before the problem becomes evident.
By this time, the material is riddled
with galleries that are packed with very
fine wood dust, almost the consistency
of flour or talcum powder (Fig. 6). This
dust eventually accumulates on and
beneath infested material. Lyctids feed
on the seasoned or partially seasoned
sapwood of hardwoods. Wood with a
moisture content less than 8% appar-
ently isimmune to attack and a mois-
ture content of around 15% is near
optimum.

Susceptibility of Wood Products

The susceptibility of wood products
varies with type of wood (species,
heartwood or sapwood) and moisture
content, as mentioned above. Another
important feature, which leads to an
effective nonchemical approach for
managing these pests of wood-in-
service, is the fact that both species
require openings in the wood for laying
eggs. Anobiids utilize cracks in wood,
joints that are not tight, openings
beneath splinters, or old emergence
holes to deposit eggs. Lyctids also may
take advantage of cracks and splinters
but most often they seek the ends of
exposed cells or wood pores, such as
those found on the transverse surface or
end of a log or board. Members of both
families are able to re-infest suitable
material.

Managing these pests

To manage these pests first entails
an ability to
recognize damage,
toidentify the
extentof an
infestation and to
determinewhether [*
theinfestationis |
active. Wood
products in very
dry environments
or locationswhere
humidity is greater
than30% are
generally free of
powder-post

Figure 5 Top view of a typical lyctid or
true powder-post beetle adult.

beetles. The fact that females require
openings for egg-laying means that
treating with paint, varnish, stain, or
oil to fill cracks and openings will
prevent attack (the beetles will not lay
eggs on smooth surfaces). For active
infestations, repeated application of
certain contact insecticides or fumi-
gants may be necessary to eliminate the
problem. iz

This is the 48th in the series of articles
contributed by Dr. Allen, Professor of
Entomology at SUNY-ESF. Reprints of this
and the complete series are available from
NYFOA. 1t is also possible to download this
collection from the DEC Web page at: http://
www.dec.state.ny.us/dlf/priviand|forprot/
health/nyfolindex.html. Photographs 1,4 and
6 courtesy of Dr. John B. Simeone.
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Figure 6 Hardwood beam destroyed by powder-post beetles.
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