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SATELLITE COLONY FORMATION in ARGENTINE ANTS
(HYMENOPTERA: FORMICIDAE)

Albert H. Leeand Michael K. Rust
Department of Entomology, University of California, Riverside, Riverside, CA 92521

The Argentine ant, Linepithemahumile (Mayr), isaworldwide agricultural and urban pest
of Mediterranean and subtropical climates. They often displace native ant specieswhen intro-
ducedinto new areas. The Argentineant isatramp speci esthat easily adaptsto new environments
and livesin close association with humans. Thereasonfor itssuccessisin part becauseL. humile
hasvery large colonies, multiple queens, littleintercolonial aggression, and expandstheir colo-
nies through budding (sociotomy). Newly formed satellite col onies maintain contact with the
original colony, workersand queens being exchanged. These colonies collectively form asuper-
community.

My research focuses on sociotomy and thefactorsthat induce thisphenomenon. Artificial
colony boxeswere coated with Teflon to prevent ants from escaping and furnished with food,
water, and plaster nesting dishes. These boxeswere connected with PV C tubing, providing ants
pathwaysto new colony boxes. By manipulating theworker density, resourcequality, and forag-
ing distances among the boxes, the detail s of sociotomy were studied. Distribution and spatial
analysisof workersand queenswere analyzed with RxC tests of independence and the K ruskal -
Wallistest.

In aforaging arenawherethe ants were given amplefood and water in every box, the ants
formed satellite colonies at the nearest potential nesting site. Oncetheoriginal colony issaturated
(294 + 147) worker densities such as 1000, 3000, 5000 with five queens did not seem to be an
important factor. The queenswould form satellite col oniesregardl ess of worker densities. When
theforaging areacontained an equal distribution of food, satellite colony formation mostly oc-
curred at the nearest potential nesting sites (2 casesin 9trials). In order to better simulate natural
conditions, the foraging distances were increased from a maximum of 6 m to 24 and 37 m with
food caches at the most distant points. A similar trend was observed with the majority of queens
(80%-93%) either moving to the next nearest potential nesting sitefor acolony or stayinginthe
original colony. However, queenswere morewilling to venture farther off to establish acolony
when the only available food source was 24 or 37 m away.

In order to devel op effective pest control strategiesto control L. humile, itisimportant to
understand thefactorsthat initiate satellite colony formation. Thedatathat | have gathered sug-
gest that queens and satellite colonies will establish satellite colonies near to the original site
when harborageisavailable nearby. Suitable harborage sitesmay be extremely important inthe
process of establishing satellite colonies. Elimination of these sites may reduceL. humilenests
aroundstructures.
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