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Coming Events 
 
NEXT MEETING  
Wednesday 12 October 2005 
commencing 7.30 pm  
Kings Park Administration Centre 
 
Main feature: 
 

“101 things to do with a maggot” 
 
Dr Ian Dadour from the University of WA will 
provide an update on the status of forensic 
entomology. He will cover the history and basic 
principles of how to determine a post mortem 
interval, and will present a number of new 
aspects of forensic entomology – for example 
entomotoxicology and profiling human DNA 
from the alimentary tract of a maggot. 
 
Insect in focus: Dr Terry Houston will talk on 
the Spinifex Ant, found on his recent visit to the 
Great Sandy Desert. 
 
Excursion: No excursion is planned for 
October. 
 ______________________________________ 
 

Report on the August 
Meeting 

 
Main address:  
 
Ants of the South-West Botanical Province 

by Brian Heterick 
 
Ants can be confused with some wingless 
wasps and a few very rare, tiny, winged wasps 
with reduced waist segments. The only feature 
unique to all ants is an ‘infrabuccal pouch’ [a 
pocket behind the mouth that traps solid 
particles in the food]. A number of ‘ant 
characters’ don’t hold for all ants. Thus, while 
only ants have a wingless worker caste, some 
parasitic ants have a queen only, the worker 
role being taken over by the host species. 
While the metapleural gland is also unique to 
ants, males usually don't have this feature and 

it has been lost in queens and workers of some 
taxa, e.g. most sugar ants (Camponotus). Some 
other ant characters are shared with some 
wasps. 
 

 
 

Details of ant head. 
 

 
 

 
 

Two composite drawings of ants showing differences in 
general structure.  

 
The Southwest Botanical Province (SWBP) 
roughly extends from Shark Bay in the north 
to Southern Cross in the east to just past Port 
Culver on the south coast. 
 
The SW has an amazing diversity of ants at the 
higher taxonomic levels. One and possibly two 
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genera are endemic to the SW (i.e. are only 
found here). We also have a species-rich 
fauna. As well as approximately 325 described 
species of ants, we have another 150 or so 
known forms that may represent good species. 
At Curtin University we continue to examine 
any collection coming to our notice, but few 
new species are now being found for the 
SWBP and we think the final total for the 
Province (now 476) will not exceed 500. With 
around 25-30% of our ant species undescribed 
and the biology of very few species known in 
any detail, the ant fauna of the SW is probably 
among the least known in the world. 
 
Despite the presence of at least 62 genera, over 
half of the SW species richness is accounted 
for by just six genera. Five of these would be 
familiar to the person-in-the-street by sight, if 
not by name, but Stigmacros are more cryptic 
and less likely to be seen. Sugar ants, 
Camponotus, are astonishingly diverse and 
have about twice as many species as any other 
genus.  
 
An overview of the ant genera begins with the 
subfamily Dolichoderinae. 
 
Bothriomyrmex with two SW species was 
recently revised by Dubovikov, a Russian 
researcher, and renamed Arnoldius.  
 
There are about a dozen species of 
Dolichoderus in the SWBP. Most are not very 
common, but they are very attractive ants and 
several species in the SW have spines – 
unusual for dolichoderines. Most of our 
species are arboreal foragers.  
 
Iridomyrmex species, including the meat ants, 
are probably the most familiar of all the native 
ants. I. discors, common on suburban 
footpaths and backyards, looks like a small 
meat ant and behaves like one. On disturbed 
sandy soils this species acts as a pioneer, but in 
developed woodland it tends to disappear and 
be replaced by other Iridomyrmex species. 
  
The Stick-nest Ant is quite common in Perth 
woodland and elsewhere but does not persist 

in built up areas. This species builds two sorts 
of nests: a surface nest in the cold wet months 
and an underground nest in the dry, warm 
months. 
 
The Argentine Ant, Linepithema humile, first 
arrived in WA probably around the late 1930's 
and was discovered in Perth and Albany in 
1941. Now, they and the Coastal Brown Ant 
(Pheidole megacephala) have divvied up the 
Perth metro area between them and native ants 
are thin on the ground. These pests are also 
found in a number of regional centres in 
southern WA, and have the potential for 
penetrating disturbed woodland. I have found 
occasional specimens deep in woodland at 
Dryandra and elsewhere. Strangely, other 
Linepithema species lack the invasive 
tendencies of L. humile. 
 
The White-footed House Ant, Technomyrmex 
albipes, is another tramp species introduced to 
Australia from overseas. This ant is quite 
common in Perth and can be seen on fences 
and trees in urban and near urban settings. In 
places like Florida, USA it is the most invasive 
ant species in homes. 
 
The next major subfamily considered is the 
Formicinae. 
 
The SWBP has only one species of Acropyga, 
seldom seen because it lives underground, 
farming root aphids and mealybugs for their 
honeydew. Some species build little covers or 
'barns' for their 'cows'. 
 

 
 

Camponotus gasseri showing truncated head.  
Photo: Brian Heterick 
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Sugar ants (Camponotus species) are familiar 
native ants in woodland although a couple of 
species do come indoors. They are usually 
large ants often with major and minor workers. 
The major workers of C. gasseri have a 
sharply truncated head which is used to block 
the entrance to the nest. 
 
Melophorus ants are hot weather specialists 
and are adapted to be most active in the middle 
of very hot days.  
 
There are several species of Notoncus in the 
SW. Mostly they are bush ants but sometimes 
they colonise gardens and only rarely houses. 
Winter is probably the time when they are 
most active. 
 
Plagiolepis are very minute ants. P.  lucidula, 
a black, winter-active species may be found in 
gardens attending aphids. At least some 
Plagiolepis have workers specialized for liquid 
storage as 'honey pot ants', like some 
desert-dwelling Camponotus and Melophorus, 
but are too small to tempt  humans. 
 
Polyrhachis are most common in the tropics 
but at least 17 species can be found in the SW. 
They are largish, attractive ants that are 
usually protected from small vertebrate 
predators by an array of spines. The yellow 
pubescence on the gaster has earned some 
species the title of 'million dollar ants'. The 
large nests of Polyrhachis macropa, which 
occurs in the wheat-belt and up north, provide 
protection for small rodents such as hopping 
mice.  
 
Prolasius are mostly uncommon bush ants that 
like colder habitats. Nine species have been 
recorded from the SWBP they don't survive in 
built-up areas. Some species gather seeds, 
which is unusual for formicines. 
Stigmacros is represented in Perth woodlands 
and suburbs by S. aemula. Sometimes the 
queens forage with the workers, which is 
probably unusual within this group. 
 
Although bulldog ants (Myrmecia spp.; 
subfamily Myrmeciinae) are well-known to 

most Western Australians, some species are 
among the prime candidates for extinction 
because of their specialized requirements, 
localized ranges, and fearsome reputation. 
They are among the most lethal of all ants 
because of the high prevalence of serious 
allergic reactions to their venom. One common 
eastern states species causes generalised 
reactions in 2-3% of the population and 
occasional deaths. 
 

 
 

Myrmecia mandibularis.  
Photo: the late Dr George Lowe 

 
M. mandibularis, is a spectacular and not 
uncommon species. The teeth on the internal 
margin of the mandibles have almost 
disappeared.  
 
Tetraponera punctulata is common around 
Perth and more so in the wandoo belt. It is the 
only member of subfamily Pseudomyrmecinae 
found in the SW. These long, black ants are 
arboreal and can often be found crawling 
around smooth-barked eucalypts. 
 
Outside of Australia, members of the 
subfamily Cerapachyinae are mostly rather 
rare but the SW has possibly the richest fauna 
in the world. Cerapachys is represented by at 
least 27 species, six undescribed. These are 
specialist predators on other ants. They raid 
ant nests for larvae, apparently paralysing 
them with their stings. C. longitarsus is an 
import from the tropics and the only species 
likely to occur in built up areas. The SW also 
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has two species of a related genus, 
Sphinctomyrmex, and a possible third, 
undescribed genus in this subfamily known 
from a few specimens from the wheat-belt and 
goldfields.  
 
The subfamily Ponerinae used to be huge but it 
has now been split into a number of smaller 
subfamilies (not considered here).  
 
Five species of Amblyopone can be found in 
the SW but they are rare. A. australis is the 
most common of these in WA and can mostly 
be found in the higher rainfall areas where it 
shelters under rocks and logs. The genus 
appears to be much more common in the 
eastern states. 
 
The three local Leptogenys species are 
handsome, black ants. They have a powerful 
sting, and some overseas species have raiding 
behaviour similar to army ants. 
 
Odontomachus is an oddity. One species is 
found throughout WA. These ants hunt prey 
with their mandibles set open at 180°. When 
they contact prey, the mandibles snap shut and 
the prey is then stung.  
 
Pachycondyla lutea is one of the commonest 
ponerines in the SW and can frequently be 
encountered in lawns and between paving 
slabs. It stings, and people may be stung when 
gardening, but it is not a serious nuisance. 
Members of this species can often be found 
with termites and may prey upon the termite 
brood. 
 
Members of the genus Rhytidoponera are quite 
common in disturbed areas including the city. 
Several species, including the Greenhead Ant, 
are good indicators of disturbance. In the 
eastern states this ant is a notorious stinger but 
it doesn't seem to be a problem in Perth, 
perhaps because it is less common in parks and 
other areas where people tend to wander 
barefoot. R. violacea is probably the 
commonest species in the SW, occurring in 
grassy verges, gardens and parks, although it 

disappears in the face of major tramp species 
like Coastal Brown Ants or Argentine Ants. 
 

 
 

Rhytidoponera violacea 
Photo: the late Dr. George Lowe 

 
The Myrmicinae is by far the largest and most 
diverse of all the subfamilies. Of the 62 genera 
found in the SW, 20 are myrmicine. 
 
Cardiocondyla nuda is found in many 
countries around the world and is an 
unobtrusive inhabitant of bush, street verge 
and garden. 
 
Crematogaster ants are easily recognised by 
their heart-shaped gaster. At least nine species 
can be found in the SW of which. C. laeviceps 
chasei is probably the most common. This 
species or a complex of related species, is an 
arboreal ant found throughout much of 
Australia. Other species are ground-nesting. 
 
Meranoplus are engaging little ants that rely 
on spines and the ability to roll into a ball to 
evade predators. The promesonotal shelf, 
usually edged with spines is a sure way to 
identify the genus. When compacted in a ball 
and motionless they resemble little brown 
seeds. This species is quite common in the SW 
and sometimes occurring in gardens if tramp 
species are absent. 
 
In all probability, 20 or more species of 
Meranoplus inhabit the SWBP. In drier areas 
further north, some Meranoplus species are 
specialist seed-eaters, especially those of 
spinifex. 
 
Monomorium is the largest myrmicine genus 
in the SWBP, though it is possibly less 
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species-rich than Meranoplus in drier 
provinces. Brian studied the taxonomy of the 
genus for a number of years and found colour 
variation made the task difficult. 
 
 

 
 

Monomorium leae. Photo: Brian Heterick 
 
M. leae is one such species that grades from 
yellow to orange, and wrinkled to glossy, 
depending on whether the population inhabits 
rainforest or drier areas.  
 
0rectognathus belongs to a tribe of fascinating, 
myrmicine predators, the Dacetini. These are 
specialist predators on springtails, small slaters 
and other little creatures. The mandibles are 
convergent with those of the quite unrelated 
Odontomachus mentioned earlier. O. clarki is 
the only member of its genus in WA, and the 
species is very rare in this State, being found 
in the extreme south and, recently near the 
Worsley alumina refinery. 
 
 

 
 

Orectognathus clarki. Photo: the late Dr. 
George Lowe 

 

Pheidole is familiar to most people via the 
notorious Coastal Brown Ant, P. 
megacephala. In this genus there are two 
distinct castes, a big-headed major worker and 
a small-headed minor worker. Some of these 
ants feed mainly on seeds. Elsewhere in 
Australia this is a very large genus, with 
number comparable to Monomorium and 
Meranoplus, but there only seem to be around 
a dozen species in the SWBP. P. ampla 
perthensis is probably the commonest native 
species around Perth. 
 
Podomyrma is one of the very few temperate 
Australian ant genera that are exclusively 
arboreal. P. adelaidae, recognizable by the 
two white markings on its gaster, is quite 
common in woodland areas, the other eight 
SW species being much less common.  
 
Solenopsis is the genus to which the dreaded 
fire ants belong. However, our native 
Australian species belong to a different 
sub-genus, Diplorhoptrum, and are innocuous. 
S. clarki is the most common of the two SW 
species and inhabits urban backyards and 
gardens as well as the bush. 
 
Tetramorium is an attractive but taxonomically 
very difficult, world-wide group. We have 
about a dozen SW species. Like many other 
myrmicines, most are omnivorous, eating dead 
carcasses, small prey and also some seeds. 
 

ooOoo 
 
Insect in focus: 
 

“Wonders of the Dragonfly World” 
 
Jan Taylor demonstrated a CD-Rom from 
Serbia. 
 
The CD was part of an exhibition put together 
by Serbia and Montenegro to celebrate the 
European Day of Parks. This was launched by 
the EUROPARC Federation with the aim of 
raising the profile of Europe’s protected areas. It 
was instituted in 1999 and events have been 
celebrated across Europe on an annual basis 
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since then, on and around 24th May to 
commemorate the creation of Europe’s first nine 
National Parks in Sweden on 24th May 1909. 
 
In 2005 Serbia and Montenegro set up an 
exhibition on dragonflies which has been a great 
success and has been on tour ever since. To put 
together the exhibition they called for 
photographers around the world to send in a 
selection of five of their best photographs. The 
response was good and 120 of the photographs 
have been put together on a CD.  
 
The CD is professionally presented (in English) 
with menus to select photographers and 
dragonfly species. Each photograph has the 
name of the dragonfly (where known), 
photographer and a map showing where it was 
taken. 
 

 
 

Chlorogomphus papilio from China. The dragonfly with 
the broadest wings. Photo: Keith Wilson 

 

 
 
White-legged Damselflies (Platycnemis pennipes) laying 

eggs in Moscow. Photo: Daniel Osipov. 
 

The species include about 10 taken in Australia 
(I sent one of our Western Petaltail, Petalura 
hesperia). Included is an interesting photo by 
Keith Wilson of a dragonfly, Notoaeschna 
sagittata, laying eggs in a waterfall in Victoria. 
It actually crawls under the torrent to do this. 
Another is of a computer-generated photo of a 
mythical dragonfly. No doubt future generations 
may be able to recreate beautiful visions this 
way after we have driven the real thing to 
extinction.  

 
The CD is available for anyone who wishes to 
borrow or make a copy. 
 
_____________________________________ 
 
From the June General Meeting 
 
Insect in focus:  
 

The European Earwig  
(Forficula auricularia) 

 
by Joseph Tomkins 

 
The European Earwig has a cosmopolitan 
distribution, ranging naturally throughout 
North Africa and the Middle East through to 
northern Europe. Transportation by man has 
brought the European Earwig to North 
America and Australia. There are two sister 
species that have recently been identified from 
mitochondrial DNA analysis. It is not clear 
whether the Australian introductions are from 
the ‘Mediterranean’ or ‘Atlantic’ species. 

 
European earwigs eat plant material, detritus 
and - on offshore islands at least – dead and 
decaying seabird carcasses. In the UK, earwigs 
are commonly found in the hollow stems of 
dried out umbellifers that have holes gnawed 
into them by a moth caterpillar. Earwigs are 
‘thigmotactic’, meaning they like crawling into 
small cracks, and as many as a hundred 
earwigs can be found in a single umbellifer 
stem. 
 
The European Earwig is sexually dimorphic in 
the shape of the forceps/cerci: males have 
curved forceps that meet at the tips while 
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females have straight forceps that meet like 
scissors. Male earwigs use their forceps for 
fighting with rivals and also for courting 
females. Males with longer forceps appear to 
have greater success in these situations than 
males with shorter forceps. 
 

 
 
Male earwig with long forceps. Photo: Joseph Tomkins 
 
The European earwig also exhibits male 
dimorphism, i.e. there is a discontinuous 
distribution of forceps lengths, small males 
having short forceps and large males having 
relatively long forceps. This male dimorphism 
is what I have been working on in the UK and 
I have recently shown that the dimorphism has 
evolved to suit the local conditions of 
population density across the islands found in 
the Firth of Forth in Scotland and the Farne 
Islands in Northern England. 
 
I am interested in other insects with male 
dimorphisms and have worked on local dung 
beetles and burrowing bees. 
 
_____________________________________ 

 

News, Notes And 
Announcements 

 
New Members 
Welcome to the following new members 
(location and interests are noted in parenthesis): 
 

Joseph Tomkins (Shenton Park: Dermaptera, 
dung beetles, seed beetles, solitary bees, 
evolution) and family member Natasha LeBas 
(empidids, nuptial gifts, evolution). 
 
Total Membership 
WAISS membership now stands at 102 full 
members and 47 family members. 
 
Mystery of devil’s gardens unraveled 
The Amazonian region is renowned for its tree 
diversity. Hundreds of species are found in each 
square kilometre. But the diversity disappears in 
some areas where only one tree species survives 
– even the understorey is lost. These areas are 
known as ‘devil’s gardens’ because local 
inhabitants believe they are inhabited by evil 
spirits. The tree species is Duroia hirsuta 
(Rubiaceae) and it is known to be associated 
with the ant, Myrmelachista schumanni, which 
inhabits its stems. Acacias are well known to 
have ant associations in central and south 
America where the ants kill any nearby tree 
which might compete with their acacia. But 
attempts to find whether this is the case with the 
devil’s gardens have largely failed. Only three 
years ago German workers tried to show the 
relationship and could not find it, so assumed 
that the trees were poisoning the soil (by 
allelopathy) so that no other plant could survive.  
 
The situation has now been resolved. Sapling 
trees have been grown in containers open to ants 
and in others, which were protected from ants. It 
has been found that they grow strongly when 
ants are excluded but begin dying within 24 
hours if ants are allowed in. It appears that the 
ants sting the vegetation, injecting formic acid, 
which kills the plants. 
 
Reference: Frederickson M., Greene M. & Gordon D. 
Nature, 437. 495 - 496 (2005). 
Or visit: 
http://www.nature.com/news/2005/050919/full/050919-
6.html 

______________________ _____________ 
 

Bug-Eye 
(Observations of insects in the field.  
Members’ contributions welcomed) 
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Flight of termites – Jan Taylor 
It is uncanny how termites seem to forecast 
weather. They often time their flights perfectly 
for coming rains. On 16th September the 
garden was full of flying termites and the pool 
was covered with drowning alates.  
 

 
 

Termite alate struggling in the pool. Photo: Jan Taylor 
 
They had perhaps sensed the coming rain – 
even tornadoes which arrived the next 
morning. I was intrigued by the fact that they 
seemed to congregate around the closed white 
umbrella at the garden table. Discarded wings 
were blowing everywhere and I saw many 
pairs – perhaps a dozen – busy running 
through the folds of the umbrella, looking for 
suitable crannies.  
 

 
 

Pair of termites seeking a nest site. Photo: Jan Taylor 
 

It made me wonder if they have more nous in 
their flying ability than I had thought. The 
flight appears to be a random dispersal, with 
males and females coming down wherever 
they happen to land. On landing, females 
discard their wings and raise their tails to 
attract a male, and as soon as one comes, she 

sets off looking for a suitable place to build a 
nest, while he follows in tandem, trying not to 
lose her. If they are so good at weather 
forecasting, could they also be good at finding 
promising nest sites? Were they attracted to 
the umbrella because it looked like a dead tree 
that could feed a colony of termites for years? 
There is so much we don’t know – does the 
female reject males from her own nest? Do 
males try and fly further to disperse more 
widely? What conditions do they seek before 
coming down and throwing off their wings?  
 
Suicidal grasshoppers – Jan Taylor 
Apart from termites, the most common 
drowning victims in my pool are crickets. 
There are usually a few to be rescued hanging 
on to the tiles but unable to crawl any higher. 
An article published recently in Proceedings of 
the Royal Society B gives a new twist to this 
behaviour from work done in France. I 
remember from childhood in England how in 
the summer the pond would have incredible 
wiry worms in it. Very thin worms about 15cm 
or so long tangled in the weed. These belong 
to the Nematomorpha – a small group of 
parasitic worms allied to the nematodes and 
known as hairworms because they look like 
horsehair (some grow to a metre long). They 
are parasites of various insects, including 
grasshoppers and crickets. The adult worms 
mate in water and lay about a million eggs in 
and around the water. It is not certain how the 
insects get infected – it is probably through 
eating parasite eggs. During the summer the 
worms grow inside the insects until they 
mature.  
 
It was not known how the adult worms got 
back into the water, but it has now been 
revealed by David Biron that the worms 
subvert the normal brain function of the 
grasshoppers so that they become suicidal and 
purposely leap into the water. There the worms 
exit the grasshopper, leaving it to its fate. (I 
have not seen any hairworms in my pool in 
Australia.) 
 
Mind altering ability is not an unusual 
development amongst parasites – fungi 
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affecting ants will make them climb high up 
grass stems and fix them in their jaws. Having 
made the ant do this, the fungus kills the ant, 
sticks the corpse to the grass stem and then 
produces fruiting bodies. It is all done so that 
the wind will disperse its spores  
 
Yellow Admiral Eggs – Jan Taylor 
One sunny day in early August I noticed a 
Yellow Admiral flying around my potted 
parsley plant. It circled around, settled inserted 
its abdomen, flew again, circled and settled 
again. It did this a number of times and after it 
left I was able to find six eggs amongst the 
foliage. There were probably many more as it 
had been busy there for quite a while. Parsley 
is not related to stinging nettle or pellitory, its 
normal food plants, so what was the butterfly 
doing?  
 
Robert Powell suggested that admirals 
sometimes lay eggs on vegetation near their 
food plants as a possible strategy to escape egg 
parasites. These minute parasitic wasps may 
seek food plants to find admiral eggs, but 
ignore other plants. The downside of this 
strategy is that the caterpillars have the 
problem of finding food plants, which may be 
metres away. 
 
The nearest, and only, food plant in the garden 
was a small nettle about 2 metres from the 
parsley plant. I kept a check on the eggs and 
found they did hatch, but there was no sign of 
the caterpillars. They did not find the nettle 
and were clearly not partial to parsley. 
 
Lekking Fireflies – Jan Taylor 
On a recent visit to Tanjung Puting National 
Park in Kalimantan we had a number of 
interesting encounters and one was particularly 
memorable. After a day of watching the antics 
of wild orang-utans and proboscis monkeys we 
followed the setting sun down river in an open 
boat. It was dark by the time we got to the area 
of brackish water where the sides of the river 
are colonised by nepa palms. We had come to 
see the fireflies. I was expecting to see them 

all flashing in unison like some I have seen on 
a TV wildlife programme.  

 

 
We were looking in all directions but the only 
lights were the stars above and Venus getting 
lower in the sky. Then we saw some flashing 
ahead. As we got closer we could see that the 
whole palm was being used as a meeting 
place. It was flashing as if covered in 
Christmas tree lights, with each firefly flashing 
independently, not in unison as I had expected. 
Most were settled but some were flying. I 
managed to catch one and was amazed how 
small they were, only about 4 or 5 mm long, 
yet the light they produced was intense. As we 
returned up the winding river, new ‘Christmas 
tree lights’ came into view, each about 500m 
from the last. 
 
I think the fireflies must have been collecting 
together because the more light there is the 
more likely females will come. The down-side 
is that they all have to compete for females 
when they do come. This sort of behaviour is 
well researched in the bird world.  
 
Mile High Hoverflies – Jan Taylor 
Checking on my lime tree I noticed what 
looked to be an insect caught in a thread of 
gossamer, it was so motionless. Looking closer 
I saw that it was in fact a pair of hoverflies 
hovering. As they went on hovering. I went 
inside, upstairs and came back with the camera 
– and they were still hovering where I had left 
them. I was able to take seven photographs 
before they finally flew off! 

 

 
 

Hoverflies mating. Photo: Jan Taylor
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