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Module 30: Wood-destroying organisms & 
insects 
 

Module Objectives 
 
By the end of this session, participants will understand: 
 

1. The damage which can be caused to the wood in a structure by wood destroying 
organisms and insects. 

2. The need for a clearance certificate certifying that there are no active pests, before 
the South African banks will grant a loan on a property being sold. 

3. The causes of wood rot. 
4. Termites and borer beetles 
5. Soil poisoning 

 

Module at a glance: 
 
Topic You will learn 
Clearance certification regarding wood 
destroying organisms and insects 

- That the banks require a clearance 
certificate before transfer. 

- That clearance certificates must be issued 
by registered members of Sapca. 
 

Wood rot - How moisture causes wood to rot. 
- Where the inspector should look out for 

wood rot. 
 

Termites and borer beetles - The types of insects which cause damage 
to timber in South African homes. 
 

Treatment for insect infestation - About soil poisoning of building sites in 
areas where termites are active. 

- How active insect infestation is treated. 
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Wood rot and wood destroying insects 
 
The South African Pest Control Association (Sapca – www.sapca.org.za ) is currently the only 
body authorised by the Department of Agriculture, to issue numbered registration 
clearance certificates to qualified inspectors.   Sapca keeps records of all issued certificates 
in the case of a query. 
 
Banks usually require a Sapca clearance certificate prior to a property transfer.  (Although 
this is not a legal requirement, it means that because banks will not pass a mortgage bond 
without a clearance, the woodwork in most houses is inspected prior to transfer (usually at 
the expense of the seller). 
 
Even though some fungi can cause serious damage to structural timbers in South African 
homes in damp coastal areas, many property sales agreements require that only wood-
destroying insects are reported and eradicated.   Since 2011, according to Sapca, its 
inspectors are also instructed to report on the presence of fungi and damp or compromised 
timber, which is likely to encourage the growth of fungi and result in wood rot.  Suspended 
wooden floors with compromised sub-floor ventilation are particularly prone to wood rot. 

 
Wood rot 
 
Wood rot is damage to wood caused by fungal colonies, which settle on the wood to take 
advantage of the nutrients and moisture in the wood.  It is also something which people 
routinely check for before they commit to purchasing real estate, as it can be expensive and 
time consuming to fix. 
 
In South Africa’s coastal regions wood rot can be found in the roof and floor timbers in 
older properties where damp conditions persist.   Older homes with wooden floors, which 
have been carpeted or tiled over, or where the under-floor ventilation has been interfered 
with, are prime candidates for wood rot.  
 

http://www.sapca.org.za
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Moisture and wood rot 
 
Any time wood is allowed to get moist and stay moist, wood rot can emerge. To prevent 
this, many timber companies nowadays treat their wood so that it will resist moisture, often 
adding chemicals which harm fungi so that if the wood does get damp, fungi cannot settle 
on it.  
 
Proper ventilation of wooden structures is also critical, to keep fresh air blowing across the 
wood so that it stays dry, and wood-to-ground contact is generally to be avoided, as wood 
which rests on the soil will eventually attract fungi, causing rot. 
 
This phenomenon is sometimes referred to as “dry rot,” despite the fact that the wood 
involved is often in fact quite damp. 
 

 
 
Classically, wood rot causes the wood to become crumbly, spongy, or stringy. Sometimes 
the outer layers remain intact, and the rot only becomes apparent when catastrophic failure 
appears. In some cases, the fungi in the wood may put out fruiting bodies, making the 
problem readily apparent. While it may be tempting to scrape off the fruiting bodies and 
call it a day, the presence of fungus on wood indicates the need to address the underlying 
wood rot. 
 
Rotten wood generally needs to be removed. One can repair wood rot by taking out and 
replacing rotten wood, or by removing an area of rot and filling it with epoxy or another 
wood filler. Addressing the problem which led to the rot is also important, or the wood will 
simply start to rot all over again in the future.  
 

Dry rot 
 “Dry rot” is a holdover from the time when people distinguished between 
wood rot in treated timber and wood rot in untreated timber. Treated 
timber was said to experience dry rot, while untreated and raw timber was 
simply rotting when it was colonized by fungi. 
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Where the inspector should look out for wood rot 
 
Some common problems which lead to wood rot include:  
 
 Improperly installed foundations which permit wood-to-ground contact,  

 
 Leaking pipes which spill water inside walls and under floors, and leaky toilets, showers, 

and fridges. 

 
Wood destroying insects 
 
Wood destroying insects in South Africa include carpenter ants, carpenter bees, borer 
beetles and termites.   
 
These insects fall into three broad categories: 
 
 Subterranean termites;  
 
 Dry wood termites; 
 
 Beetles 
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Termites and borer beetles 
 
Not all termites and beetles can attack dry seasoned timber. The most common problem 
wood-destroying insects are:      
 

 Natal Subterranean Termite - Macrotermes natalensis;    
 

 West Indian Dry wood Termite - Cryptotermes brevis;   
  

 Common furniture beetle - Anobium punctatum;      
 

 Powder post beetle - Lyctus brunneus;    
   

 European house beetle - Hylotrupes bajulus  

Meranti commonly has some minor damage by the Pinhole Borer, but this insect dies out 
during the curing process and is not a threat to seasoned timber.  
 

 
 
Treatment 
 
Treatments involved: If an active infestation of wood destroying insects is found, the 
affected buildings will need treatment (either fumigation or spraying) by a licensed pest 
controller, who must eradicate the infestation before a Certificate of Clearance may be 
issued.   
 
The recommended treatment must also make allowance for the possibility of latent 
infestation and infestation in inaccessible areas. 

 
 

Soil poisoning 
In Kwa-Zulu Natal and Mpumalanga it is normal practice to poison the 
ground beneath the house (to prevent termite infestation) prior to 
beginning building.  Termites infestation is spreading across South Africa 
and a steadily increasingly area of the country is now prone to termites. 
 



 
 

© SAHITA 2012                                                                                                                    6 | P a g e  
 

 

Before you take the online test, please…… 
Make sure that you are thoroughly familiar with the material in this 
module before completing the online test.  The more familiar you make 
yourself with the information presented in this Module the better you 
will be as a professional home inspector. Review thoroughly all areas 
of this module before and during the open book online test.  
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