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Argentine Ant

Lois Swoboda and Dini Miller*

Scientific Name

Hymenoptera:  Formicidaelinepithema humile
(Mayr); (formerlyIridomyrmex humilis Mayr)

Range

Not known to be established in Virginia.

Size
2-3 mm (1/8")

Color

] ) Photograph of Argentine ant workers showing size.
Light to dark brown; abdomen may appear silvery afteliabama cooperative Extension System

heavy feeding.

Habitat

Descrlptlon The Argentine ant is now permanently established in
Argentine ants are small ants. They are often present 8gjifornia and parts of the southern United States,
great numbers and may form long lines. They foragéhcluding Georgia and Florida. Argentine ants are not
24 hours a day. Workers are all one size although fymly established in Virginia but spotty transient infes-
larger queen may occasionally be seen foraging in th@tions have been reported. It is believed that these ants
open. Queens are 2 to 4 times as large as workers afgye peen transported to Virginia in landscape materi-
are grayish brown in color. Winged males may also bgs and houseplants arriving from further south. These
present in lines of foragers. Argentine ants are identiznts are most commonly encountered in urban areas
fied by the following characteristics: The thorax lacksgng along the coast. Argentine ants are usually found
spines. The pedicel is a single segment and visiblgp, trees or shrubs, in flowerbeds, in and around mulch,
when the ant is viewed from above. Argentine ants proynd in trash heaps. In the summer these ants live in
duce a faint grease-like odor when crushed. shallow nests under mulch, refuse, or the roots of a tree
or shrub. Occasionally, Argentine ants actually nest on
the surface of the soil. In cold weather, they withdraw
into deeper central nests, foraging whenever the weath-
er allows. Argentine ants prefer to nest outdoors but, in
areas outside their normal range, will sometimes nest
in structures, frequently in the hollow areas of plumb-
ing fixtures or in houseplants.
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Life Cycle

Argentine ants live in supercolonies, nests that ma
contain hundreds of queens and millions of workerg
and cover several city blocks. During cold weather thg
ratio of workers to queens is much lower than in sum
mer months. Like all ants, this species has a compl
life cycle developing from eggs into white legless lar-
vae and pupae before emerging as adults. Developme
from egg to pupa takes place within the nest and immg
tures are rarely seen. Queens and drones mate with
the nest. Only the drones emerge and fly away f,f.'_.'.,,;._,.. P
probably die without mating again. Swarms of maledl.
occur between dusk and dawn and are rarely seefthotograph of Argentine ants tending scale insects.
When queens disperse, it is on foot accompanied by a@gurtesy of Jack Kelly Clark, U.C Davis, Cooperative Extension Service of

lifornia
escort of workers and sometimes brood.

frequently with water containing lemon juice or ammo-

nia. Windowsills and sliding glass doors may also be
Type of Dama_ge _ potential sources of food for these ants since they are
Argentine ants are nuisance pests in a_nd around strugequently littered with the bodies of dead insects
tures because they are usually present in great numbeggipped attempting to escape from the structure. These
They do not sting and their bite is barely noticeable. areas must also be kept free of refuse and frequently

) ) ) wiped clean.
These ants may “cultivate” aphids, scale insects, or

mealybugs on fruit trees, houseplants, or ornament .
utside

rim trees and shrubs to prevent contact with buildings

Joecause ants may use them as bridges to gain entry into
buildings. Landscape plants that are chronically infest-
ed with the honeydew-producing insects should be

Infestations of mealybugs, aphids, and other suckingeate_d for the _infestation or remqved entirely. Chalk
pests can damage the health of the affected plant ,ust_llgh_tly applled_to tree_trunks W_|th a duster or shak-
cause it to become unsightly. Because Argentine anf Will discourage infestation by this ant.
will harass natural predators to protect their “livestock”
they frequently interfere with integrated pest manageChemical
ment programs involving biological control. (Biological Sugar-based baits containing 1 percent or less boric
control is the use of a natural enemy to control a pesicid or baits containing 1 percent or less sulfluramid
organism.) This ant is an important agricultural pest irare often well accepted by this ant. Baits with a higher
citrus orchards and vineyards. Argentine ants will alsgoncentration of active ingredient are usually refused.
attack and destroy hives of domesticated honeybees. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO SPRAY THESE ANTS.
Sudden disruption of the nest due to spraying or other
In addition, Argentine ants are a serious threat to thgyctors can cause nests to split and worsen the infesta-
ecosystem. They may eat nestling birds. They out comtion, Perimeter sprays with repellant insecticides like
pete native insects for food and habitat and consume @grethroids are also inadvisable since ant colonies
displace natural predators such as lizards, snakes, afésting under a structure and foraging outside may
spiders. become trapped and forced to move their foraging
activities into the building.

plantings. These sucking insects produce a swe
excretion called honeydew that Argentine ants use fog
food. Argentine ants also feed on the honeydew-pr
ducing insects themselves.

Control

Nonchemical Interesting facts

This ant probably first arrived in the U.S. at the Port of
Inside New Orleans in the 1890s. It is believed to have trav-
Reduce available moisture whenever possible. Storeled on coffee boats from Brazil, not Argentina. It was
food in well sealed containers. Kitchen counters andariginally known as the New Orleans ant but the city
drains should be kept free of potential food and wipedeaders objected and the name was changed.



