
A t first g l ance , the nest o f a 
c o l o n y o f red meat ants l o o k s 
a careless affair, r e sembl ing 
a spill o f gravel f rom a 
pass ing truck. Y e t s o m e 
nests are a lmos t certainly 
veritable ant iques, w h o s e 
age c a n on ly b e guessed at 
but mus t be measured in 
centur ies . 

T h i s is the surpris ing 
c o n c l u s i o n that D r John 
Greens l ade o f the CSIRO 
D i v i s i o n o f S o i l s reached 
after e x a m i n i n g nests in the 
M o u n t Lof ty R a n g e s near 
Ade la ide . 

T h e red meat ant l ives 
th roughou t south-eastern 
ma in l and Austral ia , w h e r e it 
is easi ly r e c o g n i z e d by its 
l o n g c o l u m n s o f workers 
c o m m u t i n g to and f rom a 
f o o d supply, and by its 
characterist ic nest. 

T h e s e ants l ive in bur rows 
that they excavate 
underg round . T h e y d u m p 
little l u m p s o f waste soi l o n 
the surface, together wi th 
gravel fragments c o l l e c t e d 
f rom nearby. Gradua l ly the 
r o o f o f the nest b e c o m e s a 
l o w m o u n d u p to 10 metres 
across , punc tured by any 
n u m b e r o f h o l e s f rom about 
10 to 1000 , e a c h lead ing to a 
separate gallery o f 
unde rg round tunnels . 

S o m e o f the M o u n t Lof ty 
nests stand p roud o f the 
sur rounding so i l surface, 

and the o n l y explana t ion D r 
Greens lade c o u l d find for 
the arrangement o f c lay and 
other layers in the m o u n d s 
w a s that the nests had b e e n 
bui l t before the l oca l soi l 
was e roded . 

T h e nests survived thanks 
to their gravel tops , and we l l -

packed interiors 

incorpora t ing c lay the ants 
had m i n e d f rom deeper 
b e l o w g round . 

I f D r Greens lade ' s 
interpretation is cor rec t , the 
nests are remarkably o ld . 
E r o s i o n has l o w e r e d the 
loca l soi l by m o r e than 
20 c m , a p rocess that mus t 
have taken several centur ies 
at least. 

D r . Greens l ade m a d e his 
observat ions dur ing a detailed 
study o f the e c o l o g y and 
dis t r ibut ion o f meat ants. H e 
c o n c l u d e d that these ants are 
d o m i n a n t m e m b e r s o f the so i l 
surface fauna. 

F o r c o n v e n i e n c e , he 
g rouped all ants as large, 
m e d i u m , or smal l . M e a t ants 
are large, and act ive by day. 
T h e y d o no t c o m p e t e wi th 
the other large spec ies , 
w h i c h forage in twi l ight or 

after dark. 

M e a t ants and m e d i u m -
sized spec ies d o c o m p e t e for 
f o o d and even attack o n e 
another , and the meat ant 
usual ly w i n s . A s a result , 
m e d i u m ants are scarce near 
a meat ant m o u n d , a l though 
abundant e l sewhere . 

T h e smal l ants s e e m to b e 
he ld in c h e c k w h e r e m e d i u m 
ants abound , but they are t o o 
small and too specia l ized in 
their habits to c o m e into 
e c o l o g i c a l con f l i c t w i th meat 
ants. T h e vic ini ty o f a meat 
ant nest is therefore a 
sanctuary for smal l ants, 
w h e r e they m e e t f ew o f their 
'oppressors ' , the m e d i u m -
sized ants. 

F o r e x a m p l e , in a field 
study in Oraparinna 
Na t iona l Park in S o u t h 
Austral ia 's F l inders R a n g e s , 
D r Greens lade co l l ec t ed in 
pitfall traps r emote f rom 
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smal l ants and other similar-
sized predators, b e l o n g i n g to 
five s p e c i e s . N e a r a nest the 
ca tch was far r icher : 146 
individuals o f 18 spec ies . 

E c o l o g i s t s be l ieve that, in 
general , diversity p romote s 
stability. T h e invertebrate 
c o m m u n i t y near a meat ant 
nes t is m o r e diverse than in 
the 'ou tback ' be tween 
c o l o n i e s , and the c o m b i n e d 
effect o f so m a n y smaller 
spec ies seems to restrain the 
g rowth o f meat ant c o l o n i e s , 
a p h e n o m e n o n eco log i s t s 
term diffuse compe t i t i on . 

M e a t ants thus create 
a round t h e m a stable 
c o m m u n i t y , w h i c h in turn 
stabilizes mea t ant number s . 

E x c l u s i v e to ma in land 
Austral ia, meat ants are 
widespread and abundant 

but no t all alike, for they 
turn u p in several dis t inct 
' c o l o u r fo rms ' . T h e studies 
o f nest age and o f e c o l o g i c a l 
d o m i n a n c e invo lved the red 
form. 

Trad i t iona l ly all the forms 
have been l u m p e d as 
Iridomyrmex purpureas, but D r 
Greens lade be l ieves there 
are at least ten spec ies . T h i s 
is the n u m b e r o f forms so far 
d i scovered , e a c h wi th its 
un ique geograph ica l range 
and habitat preference , 
c o l o u r , s ize, and nest. 

U n d e r the m i c r o s c o p e , the 
forms c a n be d i s t inguished 
by differences in their m a l e 
genitalia, an important s ign 
to an e n t o m o l o g i s t that he is 
probably l o o k i n g at different 
spec ies . 

G e n e t i c support for this 
idea c o m e s f rom a series o f 
b i o c h e m i c a l studies. D r 
Bruce Hal l iday , w o r k i n g 

partly at the CSIRO D i v i s i o n 
o f So i l s and partly o n a 
CSIRO S tudentship at the 
Universi ty o f Ade la ide , 
de te rmined the f requencies 
o f alternative vers ions o f t w o 
enzymes in meat ants, and 
c o n c l u d e d that different 
c o l o u r forms l iv ing together 
d id no t interbreed. T h i s is 
s t rong ev idence that the ants 
are separate spec ies . 

D r Hal l iday studied five 
o f the c o l o u r fo rms f o u n d in 
S o u t h Austral ia; the other 
forms await similar 
invest igat ion. T h e r e is a lso 
m u c h still to be u n c o v e r e d 
about the e c o l o g y o f meat 
ants, and researchers are 
c o n t i n u i n g to investigate the 
ants' relat ions wi th the rest 
o f the soi l surface fauna and 
wi th plants. 

M e a n w h i l e D r Greens lade 
and D r Hal l iday are 
preparing accoun t s o f the 
general b i o l o g y o f meat ants 
and, as the f in ishing t o u c h 
to 10 years' w o r k , wr i t ing 
formal descr ip t ions o f the 
ten spec ies . 
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