


Hoofbeats on the horizon 
In mo<e P~'" of <o~uhcrn J\fric.1. termite> 
ha.vc: co .. cxiMcd sint..c .lntic..·•u dnu.·, '' ith .a 
'"ngc of lug<· l1 c1 b ivurc\, 11t1. luding 
elephants, buffalo<. ~n t,· l opcs. gatcllcs. 
gtrJfTC>, hippopOtJI1111\ .lmJ dtitiiiCCICh. J\111 

in Austr.tha rhr ;ror) " dtiTcrcnt . All Ltrg<· 
rl31ivc hcrbivorcs bec.1mc c:xctn<t during thc 
Plcistoccnc (murc tlun I 0 ()(I() )'C.tr\ .ago) 
po«ihly due to l.lltof\ \Uch a; climate 
change and A boa igin.tl hunung. 

The rnrrodunrou h)· lurupc.an \clllc" 
of l:argc hcrbavor~ such as cauk and sheep 
might ha\C inOucnccd the 'urvi\,11 nf 
termites. Tha. u11.dd occur through 
competition lor loot! .. md the modifkuion 
of >oil mui\lurcllullnidit\' .anti ""I 
ttmpcr.uurc regeme'\ en whelh 1cnnnc' .arc 
known to ht• vulnt•t.1bl<: I 1\'C:<:tock t.lU\t~ 

these micro-dinutic ch.1ngc' in tl1c '"il hy 
clt'~rrnying shrubs and trcffi, hv preventing 
regeneraaion, hy t•nmp.t<ll ng the <oil, .1ntl 

About the authors 

Above: Termite mounds ar'e a 

tommon fea[urc in many areas of 

inla,nd Australia that are subject to 

heavy grazing by livestock. 

Left: Spinilex grass <olle<ted ror 

storage by th e mound·building 

harvester Drepanotermcs pernlger in 

the norrh.west or W A. 

1 hrougla the '"" o f 'he litt~r brcr b)' 
1r.unphng. espccblly when ovcrsto<.kcJ. 

1\..lost <:vidcncc.· ~uggcM~. however, rh;-~r 

Au, tr,,lia\ rcrmltC< have coped "ell with 
ontrudutcd \l<ltk. I ivcstock-gr.11ing .1nd 
tramphnj( o r1 ~heir own ha,·c had nn d'">1ic 
c:Ocu\ un tc:rmnc abundance or divcr-.i1y in 
nurtltcrn \mar.1lia (wJtcr buffalo) and in 
<Ottth western Australia (mo>oly sheep). ()n 
the wnrr.ary. the obundancc of ha"·e>tct 
t~rmicc ( Vrt>pttlll)ler,us lnmnunt'IISIS) 

mouncl<~i: m the south-west ''as found eo he 
higher m ~r.11cd than tn ungrazcd areas. 
t.cncr.ll ~urn.1·) of ccrmice :activity in ccmral 
Amrr.1li.m r.tngclands gi'e a similar piuurc. 

In the rnulga (Ar.tmt mmmt) IJnds in 
and p.lttS of Australia. hanc>ter termite> 
<.ocxi,t "irh cJ ulc with no significant level> 
of wrnpctitio n: the eau le ca r green material 
while the harvesters collect prcdomin:andy 
dc.td g r.l\\e' ami liner. During years of 
noomal or ubovc average f:linrnll. colo nies of 

OR Max Abenspcrg T mun ,tnd I )1on Stcvcn work at the WA laboratory of CSIRO's OrvJs,on 
of W1ldlife dnd Ecology. Most ccologocal research on Austrah.ln terr111!cs was 1n1tiated by lhe 
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Since then. the 01vis,on of r ntomology h.1s dom1nated term1te research. mostly on taxonomy 
and temutc b1ology at the scale of ondiVIdual colon1cs and spec1es. 

Jntensove stud•cs on the effects of v.uoous l.andusc ~trdteg1cs on tenn1te commuMaes 
began 1n eamest1n the l.ote 1980s. Thas new ampetus to termite research was assocaated wrth 
lhe 1Maa1oon by the 0Ms•on of Wtldl•fc and Ecology of a long-term reselreh proJect anto the 
ecolog'cal dynamrcs of remnant vegcwt1011ts the centml wlteatbeJt ofWA The authors have 
been associated w1lh th.1t 1 "se u-ch Since ots oncept>On Ongo111g studoes by the aut~ focus 
on questiOns of tcnn,te dover1<ty an d ffcrent parts of lhe l..ndscape. and theor role as 
rocators of the d vers~ty of other groups of oi1111NIS 
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/) prl'lligrr, .1 >pcci .lli,etl g r.l» c;ucr. 
inc..Jc.hc:d 111;11 kl·(ll~ in .thuntl.wt:c. In ~umc 
are.l\, thclf low ;tnd n.u mounds (up 10 

ohrec metre\ in di.lmctci) w~rc almn\t 
ulnriguou,, '"th up to l~U mound> per 
hcn.llc. l.lua h.tr\'l'\lcr cnlonaes pcrrshed 
during .1 ~<>·ere drou!(ht "hen wmpctitinn 

"ith ~auk would h.l\c "'"'" grt'at"'' · 
ll.tr>c\tcr ocrm11c' ht·ncfn from 

Ji,•e\lock dung "hrch llllll) >J>e<ic, cat 
"hen tlr1·. l.i, <'!lld, "'·" J.bo onuc-Jsc alae 
muriuun.tl qu.aliry ul alrc h.Hvc\lcd ~r.tssc' 
through the rcC)'dtnj( ul rlUtriCill>. rfti\ C.lll 

occur through the hurnng ol dung br dung 
het•tlc' .111<1 the .tuivtty of the \otl 
miuohioa.o whido r<·sulrs tn the 
mcorpoa.u1uu of olw nurn~nl\ 11110 the soil 
for 'llb~cquent upt.t~~ hy pl.1nt,, .1nd 
ult int.ncl)' hy lernutc\ 

Burning down the house 
Muth of' dtc vcg•·t.tllun 111 1nlanJ i\u>tr.lli.l 
h.t> been subjcucd I<J lore> >inu· prclai<to rk 
rime. \'(lidl th<· cxtcptio n of' LtlllfcJrc\1 "" d 
'e rlli - .~rid 'laruh l ~ nd ,, firt' rcn1.1ian ~~~ 

nHportant tool for cul')-'Ctm ll l.m.tgt•mcm 

in m.1ny p.trl'- uf the c.ou nu v. Nauvt: 

au11nah, 'u<h a' oc·r nlltC\, t h.11 depend 
directly o n pl.u11' lot luod. •ppc.tr to he 
,.uJ nc-r.ahlc tn intc.'ll\C: flu: 

Colutuc\ uf wood c.·:\tmg lC'rmitc\ with 
nest< in abo,.c-ground w.wcl .Jrr lakd" to 
pcri,h in a h1~;h mtcal\lt~ lite. \~1U<KI"cJung 

spcde> nesting in the ""I or proat'ctt'd "'' 
mound "JII\ "oil hJ\'C higher ""'' '"·'' 
ch.rncc' horh durrng ~nd Jhcr lire "hen 
they c.1n t'Jt root> Jntl unbunu ,urf.ttc \\ood. 



More cellulose please! 
WHEN starved of nutrients. some termrles have been known to 
turn from plant-ea tong to cannibalism. eatong therr nest males to 
survive periods of food shortage. Some termites have been 
observed to eat camon and bone. Otherwise. termrtes eat all 
cellulose-based organrc materials rn varying stages of decay. This 
oncludes wood. bark. leaves. seeds. grasses/herbs. and dung of 
mammahan herbrvores (when dry). 

Avarlable food is usually partrtroned between the dofferent 
co-existing species. Species of Coprotermes. for example. can eat 
hvong. dead but undecayed. as well as decayed wood. In contrast, 
most spec res o f Schedorhmotermes, Amrtermes. and many others. 
eat decomposed wood only. berng unable ro deal with plant 
chemrcal substances in lrving and undecayed wood. 

Several species. particularly in the high ratnfall regions of 
tropical Australia. play similar roles to earthworms by eattng the 
most decomposed stages of plant-based materials. humus and 
soil. A single. large log of a fa llen eucalypt, for instance, thus often 
supports srx to eoght dofferent specres occupytng dofferent layers 
of the wood while feeding. Eo eh of these different specres makes 
a significant contribution to the log's break-up and eventual 

return to the soil as part of the nutrient-cycling proce~. Other 
specoes are specialised harvesters collectrng a wrde vanety of 
plant debris ranging fi·om bits of bark and leaf to seeds. grasses 
and herbs. 

Harvester termites are particularly common 1n grasslands and 
open savanna of central and northern Australia. The only truly 
polyphagous termite ( eat1ng all types of different plants in all 
stages of decay) rs Mastotermes darw•nrens•s whrch IS restricted to 
tropical Australia and is capable o f causing significant damage to 
agncultural crops and lrmber structures. Thts species has also 
been known to attack leather. wool, hom, and even brtumen and 
rubber. Coptotennes is a t imber pest throughout Australia. 

With few exceptions, termite communities at hrgh Australian 
lalttudes consrst largely. 1f not entirely. of wood-eaters. This is 
because cold ambient temperatures are unsunable to support 
harvestrng by these small. soft-bodied arthropods. Wood-eaters 
benefit by the insulating effects of the wood. One of the 
exceptions is the speCialised harvester· T umuflcermes wewalrens1s 
whose Oat, pavement-like mounds are a common feature 1n ports 
of the Fitzgerald River Nattonal Park on the south coast of WA 

·nl(' effects of fire on harvester termite. depend 
on tire inll·ns ily and planr rcgcncr:uion 
before stored supplies arc depleted. 

SwJics in \XI A show that irucn~c fires in 
vegetation types ohat arc rich with pbrl! 
!>pec iC!'> have lesser cffct t!-. o n h:H vcstcr 

termite colonies th~m in pl :m t·specic..~ poor 
\'egeration, such as a spinifex grassland. 
DiOcrcnt pbm species ofi en have d i ffcrcnt 
powers o f regeneration after fire: som~ 
being fasr (m:rn)' rcsprt)nters), orhers slow 

(nuny seeder.). There i> a greater likel ihood 
of mpid ly-rcgcncr:ning ~pccics occurring in 
pla rH-ridt vegetat ion types p rovid ing 
:Liu:rnativc fnnd sources for rhc lcnnilcs. 

invaJ cd by pred:uory :tnts which may 
fu rt her weaken the colony. Both the 

frequency :tnd the intensity of firc.1 will also 
:tOCet d1c sun•ival of LCnnltC$. 

Many other f:tctors will influence the 
surviva l of harvester term ites :Jftcr fi re. 
Srn:rll cn l<lnies wirh sm:rllcr f'nnd 
requirements may suffer less fro m fl r·c; 
regeneration will be more rapid where fire is 
foll owed by rainfall ; and termite mound 
colonies weakened by fore arc more easily 

Mounds of the spinlfex termite 

( Nosutitermes triodioe) on the 

coast near Exmouth in the far 

north-west of WA. This 

termite inhabits large areas or 
Australia where fire is an 

Important element of the 

enviro nment. 

Demolition and decline 
Removal of lTCCS wil l have an immcdi:nt' 
dTcct o n arboreal term ire species which 
depend entirely on rhcm for food :r nc.l 
wichin which rhey rn~inwin their entire 
ncsr sysfcm. In Ausrralia. arborc:1l species 
inc lude Nnsuritrrm~:s wnlkui and N. 
gm11eolus in the Tropics. and rhe so-c:.lled 
drywood termites (such :ts Knlournli'S) to 
which :rll Tasmanian speCie.\ hcloug. 

Subterranean a nd mound· huilding 
wnod~c~rc r:, m:1 inrain .1n .t c fi vc gallery 
sysrc m with in rhc so il for fo r:~gi n g o n 
surf:1cc wood and the roots of trees. Such 
species may he more resiliem to clearing. In 

facr. clearing oficn incrc:1scs the avaibbility 
of edible (dead and decomposing) wood, 
and chi~ may t.":luSc :1 rcrnporary incrca.\C in 
rh~ abundance of W(>od-e:trcr;. All \rttdic~ 
to d:1tc show :l gcncr-:1 l <ledinc in Lcnnitc 
diversity af'1cr c l c:~r i ng for paSture 
establ ishtnent. 

Cult iv::n ion has an i rnmcdiatt:, 
carasrropil ic impac1 on 1crmitc commuu­
irics. f ew. if :~ ny, .specie_;.; sun•ivc prolonged 
ploughing and .1pplicnriorr of' herbicide., and 
pcsricidcs. However. suhtcrr:l rtc:lrl tcrmiLe.s 
in contr:tl Quctll>ialld ami south-wcM \Y/1\ 

have been ubscrvcd to rc -inv::tdc (putc 
r.lpitJiy f'ro rH adjacen t n:ttive habit31 arter 
rhc adoption or zero tillage :rnd srubhle 
rctentlon. 
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In rhc Wi\ whl"Jtbelt, we have studied 
r~gencrated hcach and shrubland planr 
co•nnwnitics that were once culcivated for 
varying periods (some for over 40 years), 
and that were subst"qucnrly abandoned 
more tfun 20 years ago. Today, termites 
have: rccoliniscd these rcgrowth area~ eo lhc 

cxumr d 1:1 1 1heir communi1 ic~ an: largely 
ind i. tinguishablc in chci·· di,•crs ity r,·om 
cltO>C in contpamblc but undi>turbcd native 
vegccacion in adjacem areas. 

\'\/ c will never know whether large-scale 
cleaflng has caused the extinction of species 
unique 10 .1gricuhural rcginn.s. f-lasctl on 
whar we know of the b iogeography <1 f 
J\ustr:-dian rcrmiccs. many species do >how 
,·cstriucd di>tribuoiool> and :u·c therefore 
porencially at higher risk of extinction. as 
arc colonies in very small vc~er:uion il\land.; 

in F.trm paddocks. 

A fragmented existence 
In the cemml whcatbdc of \VA, extensive 
agricu lture has creaccd a sco rrer of narivc 
vegeca.tion rc mn:ltHS wirhin :tn matrix of' 
mostly gr.ning p:tdJock.. wl1c.u and lupim. 
A .similar situ:uio 11 cxisrs in the ~uuch-easc 

of chc comincnt. The resu lt has been a husc­
reduction of ce rmicc populacions, and 
possibly a decline in rermitc diversity. T he 
gr<.-:1r majority nf species arc now n:.srricH·d 
ro che.se n~tivc vegct:nion fragmc::nrs. 

A critica l issue is rh:1t 1'110SI (r;tgmcnts 
arc ''cry smaJI {many arc less than 2 Ita), 
>upponing only smaJI termite populacions. 
These are most vul nemblc to unpredictable 
~vents such as drought and fire, in addicion 
to competitio n for food wirh o rher 
co11su mers such as sheep, caule. bngaroos 
ancJ m-her rermitc:s. 

If dw rcmna111 pClpn lation pcri>hc> for 
some reason. successfu l rccolonisacion 
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Left: A mound or Amitermcs 

obeuntis. This species is k1lown to 

disappear when native forests are 

replaced with exotic pine. 

Below: A nest of Coptotermes 

ocinociformis. Colonies of this 
species survive when native forests 

are replaced with pin e plantations. 

depends on its de);\•·ee of isolacion from 
potencial rccolonisers in other Fragments. 
Such fragmencs are ofien many hundreds of 
metre-s away. separated b)' an :tgriculrural 
lancl.cape which is host il e tn acria ll )•· 
dtspcrsing rernmc ala1cs (high visibility to 
pred.uor~. un!l-uit.ablc: ncMing t:onditions) . 

Of 1000 :~ l rnc> th:H leave the I"" "" ' 
coluny. more than 95% will be eaten by a 
wide r:tnge of predator• including birth, 
mammals, frogs • . litards a nd many 
iawcnebrares, anrs in particular. T hose that 
reach the isolar..-d fragmenr (largely driven 
hy winds) need ro run 1hc gauntlc1 of t•vcr ... 
present prcdacors before fi ndi ng a mate as 
wdl >S a suita ble spot for nest ing. The 
c.:ham.:.c.c.: of a new t.ulony hciug C..\t:Jbli slu.:tl 
arc si ighr. T hc>c odds can be improved 
when termite specie!! ~Yill. hron i sc their 
maiden flights, rhus swamping porential 
predators. 

Our studi~s within woodland fragments 
{gimlc1. F.urttlyptusJiduln·i!) in the Wi\ 
whcatbclt show rh:11 ccrmitc :tbundancc and 
diversi ty, panicularly the hnrvesrcrs, has 
decl ia1cd markedly in very sm.tll fragments. 
Some fragments {<I ha) have lost a ll 
harveste r ccrmi1es. Small fragmen ts are 
more disnHhcd th=:~n larger one!'!. with 
proli fic weed growt h "'"I the loss of 
virtually all native plant specie~ other 1han 
old and senescent eucalypts. Widl their 
demise the rcmn:1nt will dis:tppcar. Wood­
cater. may survive somewhat longer than 
rhc h~rvc~rers. 

Successfu l rccolo nisarion nf s mall. 
sencsccnc vegcrarion remnanrs is unlikely 
unl~:."s rhc remnant is repl:uncd wirh n:nivc 
~pecies :1nd connect ing corridors to other 
fra~;mcncs. th ro ugh which di spers ing 
LcrmiLc~ can rnove, arc l'Mablishcd. Termitr 
:!lares dispcrsi nr; .tlong vegetated road· 

ve rges/corr idors, rathe r than ac1·oss 
ploughed land or paddocks, arc f.~r more 
likdy 10 reach vcgcr:uion frngmencs bcc..1usc 
micro .. cnvironmcJH.d condirion$ in rhcsc 
habitat corridors ar<: more conducive to 

nest establ ishment. Rcn111ants would then 
eventually be reached by the rroj! ressive 
;1d\1:l:J1CC of newly csrablishcd ccllonics 

following maiden llighL~. 

rhe only Auscmlian ccrmicc that inn icts 
considerable damage ro agricultural crops 
{such as sugar ca nel is Mttff()trrma 

tlanuinicnJis in northern Austra li:1. 1"'hi .s 
species is 'poly(lhagous', which " '"""s i1 
cars all kinds of plant material in all stages 
of decay. l t probably benefits by clearing 
a nd cultivatio 11 which rep laces a 
compar:uivdy p<Wr·r(uali •y {low nutrient) . 
low <.lu:lnt iLy IOod n: ... uurce (native: phuus) 
with a readily avai lable. h igh quantity 
supply of nutridous (i<mil ised) food. This 
CO JHr:l.\b w ilh m.uly pat·r~ uf Africa where 
several species reach enormous popul:uion 
densities in culriv3tcd fields ~nd cause great 
dama~e tO food and cash crops. 

Stumped by alien trees 
The process of establishing pine pbmarions 
rypic dly includes tlw dear-fel ling of all 
•ntrivc ~rccs followed by a burn. l.ogs of 
large trees th:u survive the lil'c arc lcf1 on 
the ground. The :tre:J is then ploughed :~ nd 

seedlings pbmcd. l'i11C pbntarions ge-nerally 
ut:cur in tcmpcr.u~ cl i m:uc~ where har.·c.~su.~r 
[Crmitc~ arc cirhcr scu <.:e or ~1 hscnr. Severn I 

studies show rhat few wood-c;uing spc,ics 
survive the replacement of n:11iw woodland 
with exotic pine. 

Only a .~mall numhcr or species {mostly 
s pct:ics of Ct,ptourmt:s. Heurourm~s. /1f. 
dttrwinirmi>) can eat pine wood. po>sibly 
hecausc the chemical composition of this 
exotic cimber makes ir unpalatable. ~urvival 
of' oah cr ccrmitc •pccics therefore depends 
on che retention of an underground root 
sysccm. and large logs of rhc native rrees. 
The dosed c..1nopr and rhick l:tyer of pine 
needles on Lhc soil surlacc also rcsul1s in a 
drop in soiltcmpcratu l'c which is unsuitable 
for nesting. T his is known eo have caused 
rhc dcmi:H." of Nasutitrrmrs t'XitrosrtJ colon ies 
in e:a~lcrn Au~tr.~l ian p ine pl:•nt:ations. 

W ith age. chc crccs are pc•·iodic:tlly 
thinned and the pine liuer burnt, whid1 
marginally improves conditions For termicc 
acriviry. Rc .. invasinn is slow. however. and 
does nm occur :L\ readily as i 1 doe.'\ by ~unu: 
other soi l and licrcr invcrrcbrarcs such as 
ants. Termitt• survival in ocher kinds of 
plantations {such as 'blue-gum') appears not 
rn have been invtstigarctl .11ihnugh NI. 
tlnrwini~nii.f i!'l known eo be a pest in 
tropical orchards. 



Colonies mined out 
lnform.uinn on the effect. of opcn-<ut 
mining on u~rmites come from bauxue 
minc<l arc.ts in the extreme <omh-w.-<t ol 

\"i/A ll crc. J\lw.1 of AnMr.1li.1 Limit•..! h.L'> 
led the "'")' 111 cc nm of ccologic:cl 
'""or.u ion of .tbando ncd minesitcs. 

I oc::. l Clu logasrs m o nu onng u:rm iu: 
reco lo nha tton fou ud tlt:at no s p ecie ~ 

Mll vived the init ial mining o peration • • tnd 
t hn1 rc• o lo n i" llo n d epends o n suiw blc 
co lo n isers bci11 11 .t b le to rc invndc fru m 
adpccn t nat ivc h.1h i1 .11 . T he ccproducrivc 

clement' uf the trrmitc w lony (so-called 
'Jiat<.·>'. or future kings .tnd <lue.:ns) di<pe~e 
b) air in ~pring ur .autumn of C:t<.h yc:ar. 
Thi< cnh.cn<c' the rc<olonisation process 
which follo"s 1 succcssion.tl trend ba<ed 
brgel) on fond prcfcn·nce nf the diflercn t 
termite ' pcc:ic,, 

T he fi r.t 1ccord cd rccolonisatio n took 
place sonH· th ree yc:c r.1 a fte r mincsit c 
rch.1hil ic.uin n. In th e c.~rly >UCCc>s ion ;ll 
pe1incl (le<< d oun ftve years). only 1ermirc 

sp•:cies capable of eati ng <ound (undecny~'<l) 
woud rf:<.ulini,.:d. 

With time, ' lwtido feeding on dctal'ed 
wood were recorded. while li n er-feeder< 

.tppt·.uccl l."t. ~ to" uf the .pccies present 
1.,nor 10 mining wc:rc n._~onk-d 15 )'Cotr~ afu.~l 
chc minc>itc WJS rch•bilitated. I he return 

of term ne 'l>c<i<'> was cnhann..t b) the "'" 
of frc>h top~oil. the plan1ing of a <.l ovcr<c 

r:ongc of tree .tnd sh rub specie<, and rhc ""' 
ul m ulc h to p rov ide a lo ner ha h it ar. 
lllform,l\ IOn f ro m o Lh cr ;,rt!.t:'i n f Au, t r.tli .t 

1\ivc> .t s imihtr p ic rurc. W iclt fn rt lt t• r 

i mprUVl' II I C I It~ of lllCthods or mincsiu.· 
rch:1 hili 1:11 ion. rccolun isat ion ratt.'S .arc ,d,o 
likclr Ut improve. 

llw cn mp:trativc:ly rc:c._cn t coloms.u1on 
Ill' Euoop<'Jtl H'lllcrs has mean t that 
Au\lrJitJn tctmitcs have had to dea l "ith 
dungc; 10 their environment on a fa, ter 

;end lu[:hcr scale of rime ancl imcll\ity than 
h~u t~kc:n pl.•ce o n mo~t m her tnru incm' in 
retent cimc .... Oata frn m a wide t.tngc..• of 
l .mdu~e types h:wc shown u:rrniH:\ tlu lope 

rc.t,on.ohly well with cnvironmcm JI d t.tngc 

.ts>Ot i.tt cd wi th l!u ro pen n colo nos.or oo n . 
po u llnb ly bct .ttt >e of rhdr <nc i"l icy . M>il 
livi np. and dt•composer hahi!<, and aeri:o l 

tfi,pc".tl . 
Although po pub cio ns may 1cmpur.orily 

dcdrnc ur hc<.nmc loca lly cA tinu fo r .1 

v.trrc.·ty uf rc.l\tlfl \, cccv .. y<ote ni rt:.Siur.u aon 

A winning combination 
A RANGE of traots enables termotes to throve 1n desert 
envoronmen1 s where most o ther onvertebrates. woth the 
exccpuon of ants and grasshoppe~. are comp~ratovely scarce. 

I hen socoal organosalton permots the effects of 
envoronmen1al fluctuations. both physical (motsture. temperature) 
and boouc (food avaolaboltty). to be buffec ed to a large extent. 
Phys1cal fluctuations are moncmosed by crealtng ,, controlled 

mtcrocilmate on the neSL Biotic stability os enhanced by stonng 
food. Maxomum benefits of socrahty would thus be felt on the 
most van.1ble emnronments. and et ts no accident that the most 
succes~ful <~nd tnfluenttal organisms on desert habitats (termites 
and ants) arc among the few tnsect groups woth soccal 

organosatcon. Thetr soctaltty en~bles them to be actove 
throughout the year and thus have a much more profound 
tnOuence on ecosystem processes than that of the more 
spectacular. but ontermottent. outbreaks of pl.1guc locusts. 

(rep lanlt ng). pas<ive regcncra11on of 

ab.1ndnnctl farmland .ond tlw Ut"aiiUI1 of 

linkages (corridors) 10 orh.:r \'Cj\<ldtiun 

fr.tgmcnr<. is likd} oo "'·""' in their 
' " «e"ful rccolon i>Jiion ~> long .IS n.uivc 

vcgct •tion is withi n reach ol p<H<'II It.d 

colo niser<. 

More about termites 
1\bc..,perg-T o:uo n M ( I 'l 1Jl) l'hr rffr<C> ,,f 

'IH.'Cp-~r:uiug o n chc suh1Nr.lnc.111 1e1 1 11 1l~ 

foauna (b.optcra) ,,J du: \X't'\H'rn t\ u\tr.tl•.an 
whe:uhdt. At111T11Itnn }t'urtwl nj l;ttJ!tfX,)'. 

I-:·12S ·432. 

Ahci"J'crg- 1 r.un :.1 !'tt<Hn Dr. Arnold (,\X' 
\ok11t< I .md llobbs RJ (I'N<•l AhJ1ttlun cite 
pJtltlul.k: .1 ,·.did mechod of rdub•ln.auou ~ 

\r't"•lfrll Austr11lt~w )ouflll.ll u/ A~"' u!turt . 

1-: 1'1-d 

Abcn>l>«g· l mm ~ I Stc•m l) I .totJ t\t~in• I 
( 199(l} I he m n ucn \;C o( pl.uu din.'l \11) 'm th{ 

rt.·~i l i(.' llct' of harvc.stcr tcrtlliH.'' w liH·. /'mljit 
CIJmtrl'(trion /Jiolt'J!Y~ 2:171}·l HS. 

l lnlt JA .tnd C.ovcm ry RJ (1 1JIIH) ll" dl<<t• u l 

I H't" dc.aring and flJ.!'It UfC' n t.lhll\luncm un J 

pupuhu wn o l mound hui llllnft tu nut~.:' 
(hoptn;;~) m non h Q ucC'rld.uuJ. Amu.dwn 
fottrtl<tl of FroiiJ,'O'· 1.1:321-32'\. 

• Tecmotes can susta1n themselves on rclat1vcly p001 food. T ermites cope well even In the most inhospitable environmentS. 

Th1s os tn p,llt .Jchoeved by notrogen fixatoon of theor gut flora and 
by dtgcstovc cflictency. For example. sponofcx grassland os 
renowned for ots low food value yet supports an extremely 

abund.mt t<>rmote fauna. p.1rticular1y the haNesters. A well-known 
parucopant os the 'spontfex termcte' Nosuutennes tflodl()e whose 
large. dome-shaped mounds charactensc many north·westem 
landscapes. Its 1.1r-ge colonoes are sustaoned almost enurely by 
sp1nofex whoch occurs tn large amounts and (With the exceptton 
of new shoots) ts eaten by few other anomals. 

• Predatory itnomals are highly suscepttble to populatcon 
fluctuatoons of theor prey as a result of temperatu1 e extremes 

(such as sedsondl effects on onsect abundance). drought or fire. 
The decomposcr habrt of termotes ts less s\rongly affected by 
such en111ronmenlt~l onfluences. 

• T errnrte colonoes succumb to a range of factors such as 
predat1011 or food shortage after prolonged drought or fire. 
However. when e.tch colony os seen as an 1ndMdual org,mosm. 
whteh, on ecologcC<ll terms. tS how 1t functoons. colontes can be 
very long-loved (several decades) and are potentoally ommort.1l 
Should the ktng Ot queen d1e. a replacement rapcdly t,lkes ots 
place to ensure rcproducltvc cont1nu1ty. 
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