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1 Understanding the Business 
of Controlling Pests

1.1 Introduction

Urban pests are common all over the world. These 
include cockroaches, flies, mosquitoes, bed bugs, 
ticks, fleas, ants, termites, rodents and a few more. 
These pests thrive in dark, warm and moist condi-
tions in structures, particularly in places where 
there is food, warmth and places to hide. Moreover, 
a number of human activities and habits such as 
living in homes with insufficient ventilation, creat-
ing clutter, poor lighting, temperature control, poor 
recycling of rubbish, improper composting meth-
ods, poor water storage and use of wood in con-
struction attract pests. Also, community and public 
areas in cities such as parks, recreation centres, 
wastelands, rivers, canals, sewer drains, storm-
water drains, dump sites, flea markets and recycling 
plants often serve as ideal breeding grounds and 
habitats for pests.

●● A city is never free of pests, and urban pests are 
among the prime sources of damage and many 
human illnesses and injuries.

Urban pests are the leading causes of illnesses due 
to allergies, bites, food contamination and phobia. 
They also harm humans by causing significant dam-
age to property and structure. Consequently, the pest 
control industry has flourished because of the 
human need to eliminate them, generating billions of 
dollars annually. Today we have global pest control 
companies such as Rentokil, Terminix and Orkin, in 
addition to many local ones, who have synonymized 
their brands with the very act of pest control.

1.2 Trading Pest Control Business

Pest control is becoming a necessity for humans 
(Figs 1.1–1.4). The sight of a pest triggers various 
types of negative behaviour, such as anger and dis-
gust, and the choice to use a toxic chemical spray is 
almost involuntary. This human behaviour has made 
pest control a burgeoning business area. However, 

the degree of trade is dependent on the nature of the 
service the practitioner is offering and the environ-
ment where the service is required. An occasional 
trail of ants in the home may be merely a nuisance; 
in contrast a single ant in a hospital can have serious 
consequences. The tolerance for pest infestations 
varies from situation to situation. Institutional kitch-
ens, health care facilities and critical manufacturing 
facilities demand detailed and careful design and 
planning to exclude pests compared to homes or 
shopping centres.

●● Pest control is becoming a necessity for humans. 
The sight of a pest triggers various types of nega-
tive behaviour, such as anger and disgust, and 
the choice to use a toxic chemical spray is almost 
involuntary.

The information disparity with regards to pests, 
between the client (such as a homeowner) and the 
pest controller has been utilized to make pest control 
services a successful business. Practitioners often help 
to bridge the knowledge gap by providing informa-
tion, printed literature, client references and web 
reviews. Practitioners often introduce the products 
they use in order to gain the confidence of the client. 
In addition, manufacturers continuously update their 
product pages with research and findings to help 
clients gather reassuring information. Another way 
of getting around this information asymmetry and 
making pest control businesses more profitable is to 
offer warranties to gain the client’s trust. Pest control 
companies often provide various types of service and 
product warranties. Such warranties can be in many 
forms, such as retreatment without incurring extra 
cost in the case of the pest resurfacing. Practitioners 
have even experimented with offers to replace dam-
aged property to increase their business.

●● The information disparity with regard to pests 
and pesticides between the client and practitioners 
has been utilized very well to make pest control 
services a profitable business.
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1.3 Trends in the Pest Control Industry

Current trends indicate that pest control has devi-
ated from a dynamic activity to become more of a 
ritualistic operation and one that is partly product 
marketing. Industry-formalized practice is focused 
on products and their usage. Exhibitions, magazines 

and journals dedicate vast resources and space to 
products in comparison to that devoted to knowl-
edge and practices. This forces pest control practi-
tioners to become more product addicted than skill 
oriented.

●● There is a current trend of overreliance on prod-
ucts, and industry-designed practices have pre-
vented development of skills among practitioners.

Application of chemicals by sprayers remains the 
most dominant activity in pest control work. The act 
is less skilful and less time consuming than other 
methods of pest control. Sprayers help achieve easy 
spread of the chemical over a large area in less time. 
Sprayers cover solid surfaces and water bodies, help 
treat cracks and crevices and even take care of room 
space. Their ease of use and the lack of technical 
skills required to operate sprayers in turn have pro-
moted liquid formulations of pesticides. Formulations 
are designed to have the broadest possible use, 
which will cover a variety of insect pests occurring 
in a habitat. A crack and crevice treatment formula-
tion covers almost all indoor insects that inhabit 
cracks and crevices. Overall, controlling pests has 
become a simple act requiring minimal specialized 
training and knowledge.

Likewise termite management continues to oper-
ate under an age-old soil treatment-based business 
model that has little relevance to actual knowl-
edge. Both consumers and regulatory agencies are 
largely unaware of the gulf between knowledge 
and practice. Industry acceptance of a knowledge-
based practice model is hindered by a business 
practice based on insecticide treatment and offers 
of questionable warranties.

Pest management professionals often choose 
products based on the treatment cost, and spraya-
ble formulations are often the cheapest. A number 
of studies, as well as jobs done, have shown the 
relative ineffectiveness of conventional sprays com-
pared to knowledge-based intervention methods 
(Dhang, 2014).

●● Pest management professionals who under-
stand the behaviour and biology of their target 
pest species are more efficient and effective in 
controlling pests than those who lack this 
knowledge.

It is clearly evident that the act of spraying pesti-
cides in an indiscriminate and unplanned fashion 
has resulted in control failures. This has led to the 
realization that judicious use of pesticides is needed 

Fig. 1.1. A museum artefact destroyed by powderpost 
beetles. (Courtesy of Josielyn Trinidad.)

Fig. 1.2. A resident bitten by bed bugs. (Courtesy of 
Dr Stephen Doggett.)
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to overcome control failures and, to sustain growth, 
new avenues have to be opened up in terms of appli-
cation methods. As a consequence of this, dramatic 
changes in pest control strategies have taken place, 
which is noticeable globally. Conventional sprayers 
and indiscriminate sprays have been replaced by pre-
cise and targeted delivery systems. Even in cases 
where spraying is a must, long-lasting residual formu-
lations are used so that the number of sprays is 
reduced. The advent of baits for a variety of pests has 
further reduced regular insecticide sprays as residuals. 
Baits have also, to a large extent, reduced the use of 
sprayers in the indoor environment.

1.4 Pest Control Tools

Inspection and monitoring are critical tools in pest 
control. These help make pest control operations 
sustainable. Both help practitioners determine the 
right strategy for a job. The knowledge obtained 
from an inspection is important in making the pest 
control programme successful. Pest management 
professionals who understand the behaviour of their 
target pest species are more efficient and effective at 
controlling pests than those who lack this knowl-
edge. Knowing common travel routes and typical 
breeding, hiding and feeding places helps the profes-
sional conduct a focused inspection. Instead of wast-
ing time looking where the pest probably is not, time 
is better spent looking where the pest most likely is. 
Understanding the harbourage and passage make 
the work of pest control effective. This helps reduce 
the cost of treatment and the time spent on the job – 
each important in making the work sustainable.

●● Even though pest control remains chemical 
dependent, the nature and mode of action of 
current chemicals are safer and more target- 
specific than before. Non-toxic insect growth 
regulators and physical action products have 
taken over from contact poisons.

Use of pest monitoring or intercepting devices is 
critical in designing a pest control programme. 

Fig. 1.4. A textile item damaged by stored product 
beetle. (Courtesy of Clemson University – USDA 
Cooperative Extension Slide Series, Bugwood.org.)

Fig. 1.3. A house cabinet destroyed by termites. (Author’s photo.)
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These devices help detect the presence of a pest, 
determine the location or active areas of infestation 
and also indicate the pest population. Each piece of 
this information is a critical determinant in decid-
ing a suitable pest control strategy. Several active 
and passive monitors/interceptors are commercially 
available to assist practitioners.

1.5 Sustainable Pest Control

The market presents various choices of pest control 
products; however, none permanently eliminate pest 
problems or makes a structure foolproof against pest 
attack. This often necessitates the use of multiple 
methods, including chemical, physical, mechanical and 
cultural methods, rendering pest control jobs time 
consuming, laborious and expensive. Thus, long-term 
pest management has to rely on sustainable methods, 
such as adoption of integrated pest management (IPM), 
which combines pest elimination, cost-effectiveness 
and environmental concerns.

●● Conventional sprayers and indiscriminate sprays 
have been replaced by innovative and precise targeted 
delivery systems, such as insecticide baits. Adoption 
of IPM has further increased the need for continuous 
monitoring, and lessened the need for treatment.

Pest control is predominantly an art and requires a 
dynamic mixture of skill and knowledge. It is 

generally thought that fundamental design problems 
in both buildings and landscapes are partly to blame 
for all pest control failures. It is also a common 
understanding that pests in the urban environment 
cannot be permanently eradicated. Thus, there is a 
need to develop sustainable methodologies to con-
tain pests. These methodologies are key to the devel-
opment of repeatable practices.

●● The principal revenue for a successful pest con-
trol company is generated from providing a con-
tinuous monitoring programme rather than 
mere pest eradication.

Successful pest control relies on continuous moni-
toring and maintenance (Fig. 1.5). This realization 
in recent times has encouraged the invention of a 
number of pest control products, delivery systems 
and application methods (Figs 1.6 and 1.7). On 
the other hand, product development has opened 
up new methods of application, newer approaches 
and rationality. The impetus to develop alterna-
tive control methods has allowed research on 
insect baits to take place. Conceptually, baiting 
systems use major behavioural cues of insect pests 
that make application methods practical. This 
appealed to serious pest control practitioners. 
Baiting soon grew in popularity and acceptance 
and is widely used in all geographic regions. 
Insecticide baits remain as the best example of 

Fig. 1.5. Providing a continuous monitoring service to clients not only serves to keep a check on pest activity, but 
also helps generate revenue. (Courtesy of pexels.com.)
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practitioners’ approaches to pest management tak-
ing a sustainable direction.

●● The role of a modern-day pest controller is more 
in equipping him- or herself with knowledge and 
understanding of structures and monitoring 
human occupants to maintain a pest-free situa-
tion. Intervention with pest control chemicals 
and tools becomes necessary only when the above 
are not possible or face limitations.

The success of sustainable pest control remains 
dependent on understanding the nature of the 
infested habitat and pest behaviour. In an example 
with termite management, a retrospective analysis 
showed that structures with surrounding landscape, 
owned by the middle classes and constructed by 
developers have significantly more infestation than 
other types of structures (Dhang, 2011). Such 
intrinsic information on infestation patterns is use-
ful in designing sustainable pest management strat-
egies and programmes.

As an example, foolproofing structures by using 
sound engineering methods is considered to be the 
best way to prevent termite entry into structures. 

The Australian and Asian markets have seen the 
use of a number of physical barriers, such as stain-
less steel mesh, special grades of cement and resin 
mixtures, and insecticide-impregnated plastic sheets 
in termite proofing buildings. These products take 
care of construction gaps, cracks and gaps in and 
around service penetrations when skilfully installed, 
thus preventing termite entry through concealed 
points in a building. The popularity of their use is 
gaining momentum thanks to the realization of the 
need to keep chemical insecticides out of some 
construction sites and the movement towards green 
building. Thus, using relatively simple design fea-
tures can substantially reduce long-term pest con-
trol costs in buildings and landscapes, while also 
reducing the health and environmental impacts of 
pesticide use.

1.6 Green Pest Control

●● Recent trends show indiscriminate use of the 
terms ‘green’ and ‘organic’ in pest control, which 
may be incorrect representation and consumers 
need to be made aware of this.

Fig. 1.6. Practitioners need to upgrade their knowledge continuously through conferences and workshops to provide 
the best services to their clients. (Courtesy of Rapid Solution Conference.)
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The colour and the word ‘green’ are commonly 
associated with nature, vivacity, life, spring time, 
freshness, youth, inexperience, hope, safety, permis-
sion, etc. The 20th century saw green being associ-
ated with environmentalism and environment-related 
movements. The pest control industry also used 
‘green’ to depict many qualities. However, recent 
trends show a large increase in the indiscriminate 
use of ‘green’ and ‘organic’ in pest control. The defi-
nition differs among practitioners, but generally it 
refers to the following:

●● safety;
●● responsibility;
●● less use of pesticides; or
●● use of an alternative to pesticides.

1.7 Pesticides and Health

Increased urbanization has made pest occurrence a 
common concern in cities around the world. This 
phenomenon eventually increased the use of pesti-
cides. The sale of pesticides in supermarkets has 

further allowed free and indiscriminate usage. 
Consequently, the chances of mass human exposure 
to pesticides have also increased in recent years.

●● Indoor application of pesticides, which are regu-
lated by complex risk assessments before and 
after they are put on the market, does not pose 
any risk if they are applied by a trained profes-
sional as per the label directions.

Data on the effect of pesticides on human health are 
mostly generated from occupational settings and 
dietary exposures. However, very limited data are 
available on the health effects of indoor exposure to 
various pest control activities. Seemingly, indoor 
application of pesticides, which are regulated by 
complex risk assessments before and after they are 
put on the market, does not pose a high level of risk 
if the application of the product and the management 
of the application take place according to label direc-
tions and with proper precautions. However, the 
presence of vulnerable and unsuspecting members of 
the population, such as children, has to be taken into 
consideration every time a treatment is conducted.

Fig. 1.7. Practitioners need to improve their skill continuously by attending on-the-job training to provide better 
services. (Author’s photo.)


	1 Understanding the Business of Controlling Pests 
	1.1 Introduction 
	1.2 Trading Pest Control Business 
	1.3 Trends in the Pest Control Industry 
	1.4 Pest Control Tools 
	1.5 Sustainable Pest Control 
	1.6 Green Pest Control 
	1.7 Pesticides and Health 


