LEAF-CUTTER ANTS
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LEAD IN I


While deer are annoying plant eaters, their damage is nothing compared to the devastation wreaked by cut ants. At least deer don’t climb trees! New residensts are often puzzled when their freshly planted landscape is reduced overniht to bare twigs and branches but longer term citizens know that Texas leaf cutter ants have attacked again. Destructive though they are to our gardens, their lifestyle is fascinating, their perseverance awesome.

LEAD IN II

      Although leaf-cutter ants usually are most active between May and September, lots of homeowners have been complaining about them for several weeks. Maybe it’s time to review the mystery of “cut ants” and their control.

     Aransas County residents who creep along with flashlights shining in the night aren’t looking for a place to burgle – they are hunting cut ant mounds. New residents are often puzzled when their freshly planted landscape is reduced overnight to bare twigs and branches, but longer term citizens know that Texas leaf-cutter ants have attacked again. Destructive though they are to our gardens their lifestyle is one of the most fascinating in the animal kingdom.

     Like other members of the tribe Attini, leaf-cutter ants are found only in the New World, but various species range from New Jersey to the cold deserts of Argentina. They chomp their way through the tropics from Caribbean islands to South and Central America; a relative, Atta texana, is one that forages in Aransas County. They cut leaves off landscape plants, fruit and shade trees, berry bushes and other agricultural crops. These ants often carry off bird seed. Oleanders may be poisonous to humans, but leaf-cutter ants can take leaves from a whole hedge of them for their underground fungus gardens. As most locals know, the ants don’t eat foliage – they chew it up and use it underground as a medium on which a type of fungus grows. The fungus is used to feed the queen, her larvae and some workers as well. 

     As previously discussed, these ants’ mating flights are made from April through June, usually after a heavy rainfall. Fertile females settle to earth, pull off their wings, dig a cavity in the ground and deposit a wad of fungus they have thoughtfully carried in their mouths from the old colony. Some of the eggs they lay hatch, while some provide food for the new baby workers. 

      Forager ants that begin to bring back cuttings for the fungus garden become increasingly larger and stronger. They form an underground city with rooms  for the fungus garden and for the queen as she continues to produce eggs and larvae attended by small worker ants. Tunnels connect the various cavities and also extend to the surface to cool the interior. The excavation produces large piles of sand with crater like openings across the surface. These “mother mounds” can be found in and around Rockport

     Ants that cut leaves come and go through feeder holes connected to the main colony which may be 400 to 500 feet away. Opening are large and usually surrounded by sand

pellets and leaf cuttings, but may be hidden under dried leaves or at the base of trees. Sometimes the thousands of ants that carry leaves to these openings wear pathways which can be followed. While the colony’s sheer numbers, as many as 2 million, make them difficult to eliminate, they are no more resistant to chemicals than any other variety of ant.

     A number of insecticides can be used for partial control, but acephate such as in Orthene powder appears to be the most effective treatment available. A cut-ant bait is no longer produced. To treat the colony, feeder holes must be found. This means trailing the ants until they enter an opening. During the summer they stay in their cool homes and come out at night to do their cutting. Then a lantern or flashlight will be needed to follow their trail as they march along carrying pieces of greenery and blossoms, often larger than they are. Once the entry is found, acephate should be circled around the opening about an inch out, and again about a foot away. The line of ants can also be sprayed with an insecticide but this has no chance of killing the queen. Less expensive products such as Sevin Dust can be used to protect plants in the area where ants are foraging. Once a landscape has been attacked, watch for the ants’ return. 

