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Imported Fire Ants the Cause of Death in Texas 
By Maggie Lawrence, Auburn University 

 
The biting, stinging fire ant is a nuisance most people are far too familiar with, but few recognize 
the life-threatening danger these small pests pack in their punch.  Recently, a Texas teen died after 
numerous fire ant stings during a junior high football game in Corpus Christi. Allergic reactions to 
fire ant bites are rare, but require quick thinking and proactive first aid work. 
 

Texas  A&M AgriLife Extension Service Program Specialist, Janet Hurley, works with Texas schools 
to implement Integrated Pest Management practices on school campuses. She says that fire ant 
mounds aren’t always visible on the surface, so extra caution should be taken to ensure safety at 
outdoor events. Weather also plays a role in their elusive behavior. In droughts, fire ants dwell 
below the surface. When moisture returns, fire ants move up to keep from drowning. 
“What I would like for people to understand is that fire ants are a stinging pest,” Hurley says. “There 
are treatment options available, but it is not a one shot and we are done situation when it comes to 
fire ant treatments.” 
 

More than one fire ant sting can result in serious medical problems, even in people with normal 
immune systems. While most people can tolerate stings, severe allergic reaction occurs in less than 
one percent of the human population. Most people are unaware of their allergy until they are stung 
for the first time. 
“The low percentage seems a joke until your child, spouse, or parent suffers from a severe reaction,” 
Hurley says. “Allergic reactions don’t have to start in early childhood, it can happen later in life. We 
have seen reactions in the elderly as well.” 
Dr. Bart Drees, a retired Extension entomologist at Texas A & M University says recognizing the 
threat of allergic reaction to fire ant stings is the first step in avoiding them. 
“The very young, very old and those with compromised immune systems are a major concern,” 
Drees says. “Teaching children to recognize and avoid fire ants and fire ant mounds is the best 
course of action to prevent undesirable and tragic incidents from happening.” 
 
Fire Ant Sting Information 
People’s sensitivity to fire ant stings varies greatly. Some individuals may experience only very mild 
discomfort. Others may be hypersensitive to venom or may have medical conditions (e.g., heart 
condition, diabetes) that can result in serious medical problems or even death from a single sting. 
 
Treating Fire Ant Stings 
 

Remove fire ants by rubbing them off briskly by hand or with a cloth.  Pouring water over the 
ants or jumping into water is not an effective way to remove them. Fire ants use their jaws to hold 
on before they actually sting so they are fixed tightly to skin and clothing. 
 

Localized skin reaction to venom 
The sting site will hurt for a few minutes and will redden.  Next, the area swells into a bump within 
20 minutes. Within several hours to a day, most people develop a white fluid-filled pustule that is 
highly characteristic of imported fire ant stings. For most people, the pustule dries up in several 
weeks. 
 

Treatment for minor stinging incidents 
For minor stings with only pain and pustules, treat with over-the-counter products that relieve pain 
and prevent infection. Swelling that spreads from the stung area does sometimes occur. Large local 
reactions should be treated with local application of ice. For more information, consult your doctor 
or pharmacist. 
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Whole body reactions 
There are a number of symptoms of an anaphylactic reaction to fire ant stings. These symptoms 
appear rapidly after the person is stung. 

o Difficulty breathing 
o Swelling of the face, lips or throat 
o Severe chest pain 
o Severe sweating 
o Slurred speech 
o Dizziness 
o Nausea 

 

First Aid 
Individuals with a history of severe allergic reactions to insect bites or stings should consider 
carrying an epinephrine auto injector (EpiPen) and should wear a medical identification bracelet or 
necklace stating their allergy. 
Individuals should take the following steps if they are stung or bitten by fire ants: 

o Rub off ants briskly, as they will attach to the skin with their jaws. 
o Antihistamines may help.  

o Follow directions on packaging. 
o Drowsiness may occur. 
o Seek an emergency medical facility immediately if a sting causes severe chest pain, 

nausea, severe sweating, loss of breath, serious swelling, or slurred speech. 
Anaphylactic shock can lead to death. 

 


