

FORMICIDAE
General:  3 castes:  reproductive males, reproductive females, non‑ reproductive workers (females).  Reproductives are winged, male dies after mating, female loses wings after finding suitable place for colony.  Some spp. have reproductive workers.  Female mates only during "nuptial" flights, though multiple matings can occur at this time.  In primitive subfamilies (e.g. ponerines), queens must forage for the first brood.  See catalogs and revisions by Bolton.  Bolton (2003) treats 25 subfamilies (21 extant, 4 known only from fossils), a considerable increase over previous works.  A 2001 CSIRO website, for example, lists 16 subfamilies worldwide.

Representative subfamilies:  

DORYLINAE  (driver ants) & ECITONINAE (army ants) & CERAPACHYINAE   


Differences from other ants: 1) feed almost exclusively on animal prey obtained by large groups of foraging workers.  Prey usually arthropods.  2) raiding columns usually connect to nest by at least 1 continuous column.  3) entire colony periodically and frequently emigrates to new nest sites, with emigrations largely dependent on colony size, age, cast structure, and range of ages of broods.  4)  colonies are founded by division of entire colony into 2 or more daughter colonies. The dorylomorph subfamilies of Bolton (2003) include three additional, smaller or more poorly known subfamilies.  

PONERINAE  Predaceous; nest in small colonies of a few 100 ants or less; nests mostly in soil or rotten wood.  This was a small tropical subfamily, but with recent reclassifications it is now the 3rd largest.  Some spp are myrmecophagous, preying on the broods of other spp.  Bolton (2003) lists 5 additional subfamilies in the poneromorph group, including Ectatomminae.  

PSEUDOMYRMECINAE  Mainly a tropical group, with 1 New World genus plus two Old World genera.  Nest almost exclusively in preformed cavities (e.g. twigs, stems).  Some spp. may be restricted to l plant or 1 part of a plant---esp. those nesting in swollen bases of acacia thorns.  Work of Janzen (1967) important: showed obligatory mutualism between ants and acacia: Acacia protected from herbivores by ants (they have nasty stings, and mass‑attack), and such protection is needed to insure that the plant becomes a reproductive part of the plant population.  The ant is entirely dependent on acacia for food (feeds only on the plant exudates).  Other spp. of the genus are predaceous.  

MYRMICINAE  largest subfamily of ants worldwide.  Generally speaking, myrmicines dominate in central and so. U. S., vs. formicine domination in No. U.S.  Some are predaceous, others feed on honeydew and plant exudates.  There are also seed feeders and fungus feeders.  Includes many introduced species.

DOLICHODERINAE  small subfamily of So. distribution in U. S.  Spp are both predaceous and honeydew collectors.  

FORMICINAE  Predominant ant group in the U. S.  Although some are entirely predaceous, many aren't.  Genus Formica contains some spp which are exclusively predaceous, some which are slave makers (capture workers of other spp and use them to feed brood and dig nest), and some which are temporary social parasites.  Formica rufa nests are protected by law in certain areas of European because of their importance in bark beetle control.  


Both formicines and dolichoderines emit disagreable fluids, often some combination of butyric acid, as opposed to the stings of more "primitive" subfamilies.   

ANTS AND HOMOPTERA:  Homoptera exude honeydew as a by product of fluid feeding; they alter their behavior when attended by ants.  Most ant app are omnivorous, and combine predation with scavenging or phytophagy.  Honeydew is an important part of their phytophagous diet.  Structural adaptations for defense against natural enemies also tend to be poorly developed in aphids frequently associated with ants.                
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