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The effcts of being bisen by mmdtiple fire ants,

The first imported fire ants to become
established in the United States, the
black fire am, Solenopsis  richteri,
arrived at Mobile, Alabama from South
America around 1918. It was not until its
near relative, the red imported fire ant,
Solenopsis invicta, arrived, also at
Mobile,somZOloZSymlm,how-
cver, that problems with these aggres-
sive.sdngingamsml]ybegm.'rhered
fire ants found the Mobile area to their
likingandquicklymatkdlunselmdght
at home. As the ants became more
numerous in the Mobile area they
invaded the horticultural nurseries, build-
ing their nests in potted plants and
around the base of larger shrubs and
muﬂwughﬁmmtsspmdnamny
bymaﬁngﬂights,theymvayadep:az
hitchhikingandme;uincipalmwlsof
their spread throughout the south has
beminadvmtmovementbymn.Sm-
veys conducted in the late 1940s and
early 1950s showed that movement of

I.cﬁlquzulumcmm' ing several queens
Swrrounded by worker ants,
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queen colonies.

Right bottom: Mound distribution multiple
mumhhmm%pzc.
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inimadplantsfmmMobilelonmmis
in other states was responsible for moch
of!heenrlysprudoflheﬁreanu.'me
Fedaalqmﬁneonimpmedﬁnmts
mdthemofthe&lmimwdhydrow-
bon insect'n:idninnmmriamﬁaﬂy
stopped the movement of fire ants in nur-
sery stock, until recendy.

Large-scale control programs in the
lmmmlxwidedmpuarytelief
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iple queens are

fmmmeamsbmdidliuletopmvidea
long-term solution. Indeed, the name
for the red species, “invicta” meaning
“invincmle"or“lmconqwed"isvery
appropriate becavse the ants are more
widespread and numeroes than ever
despite efforts of the USDA and state
agriculture departments to do them in_
Although the black variety remains
Limited t0 a small area in northwestern
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the red species, S. invicta has spread
more than 250 million acres in 11 south-
emn states and Puerto Rico. Recently,
isolated infestations, .althongh quickly
climinated, have shown up in Arizona
and California Northward spread of the
ants has been limited by cold weather,
yet they are now found farther north
than was belicved possible. They bave
been able to survive the cold tempera-
tures by building their nests under con-
crete slabs, roadways, embankments,
and even in shopping malls. It appears
unlikely that the colonies discovered in
colder climates can produce mating
flights or that colonies founded by new
queens would survive the first winter;
however, doubting the ability of fire
ants to adapt and survive is risky.
Although westward movement of the
ants has been slowed by the dryness of
the southwest, the recent infestations in
can leapfrog the desert as stowaways in
commerce carried by trucks and other
conveyances. Eventual establishment of
the ants in Arizona and California
appears inevitable. Once established in
California, they will likely infest much.

of the westem seaboard.

Fire ants maintain their populations
in already infesied areas and spread short
distances t0 infest new areas by mating
flights that occur frequently throughout
the summer months, usually a day or two
after rainfall. The ants mate at 500 to 800
feet in the air. After mating, the males
fall to the ‘ground and die. The new
queens, depending on the wind, may fly
a mile or more or may land nearby. After
landing the new queens burmow a shont
distance imto the soil to begin a new col-
ony. The queen, who may live 6 to 7
years, begins to lay eggs within 24 to 36
hours after mating and at maturity is
capable of producing over 2,000 eggs in
24 hours. The first workers emerge in 30
10 35 days and begin w care for the
queen, scarch for food, enlarge the nest,
and defend the small colony. The colony
continoes to grow and within one year
can easily contain more than 100,000
workers. These workers, all sterile
females with a stinger, provide the main-
tenance and defense of the colony, and
quickly and efficiently scour the area for
food. The workers, depeading on their

.size, live 1 to 6 months.

Imported fire ant colonies were, for

many years, consid-
ered to have only one
queen. In excavating
hundreds of colonies,
during the 1960s and
early 70s, we never
found more than one.

during this period, it is
not yet understood when or why, a
change occurred and mature colonies
that contained many fertile queens began
D appear in areas once occupied only by
single queen colonies.

The first multiple queen colonies
were discovered near Hurley, Mississippi
in 1973 by Dr. Michael Glancey, a scien-
tist with the Agricultural Research Ser-
vice of the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture. His finding initially appeared to be
Iitle more than an oddity since multiple
queen colonies bad not been seen any-
where ¢lse in the fire ant infested area.
Within ome year, however, multiple
queen colonies were discovered in east-
em Texas and in a relatively short time it
became apparent that a major change had
occurred in fire ant behavior when multi-
ple queen colonies were also found in
Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana and Flor-
ida. By 1987, the presence of multiple
queen colonies had been confirmed in 8
(fthellmfmedmuunlnpleqm

What difference do maltiple queen

6 / Nunery Digest Ducemnber 909




appear, at present, to
be bad. First, multiple
queen  colonies are

usually large and eas-
ily seen and average
20 to 30 per acre, mul-
tipie queen colonies
may have a series of
small, inconspicuous
mounds that are very
close together and may number 500 or
more per acre. In some cases, multipie
queen colonies may have no mound;
queens, workers, and immatures may
cluster under pieces of cardboard, tin
cans, rocks, etc. Thirdly, single queen
colonies are very territorial towards other
fire ants,
Whﬂewu'kerams&omsingleqneen
colonies will kill new fire ant queens
landing in their area and will fight with
workers from neighbaring fire ant colo-
nimmulﬁpieqmcobniuwﬂlradily
accept new queens and workers from
neighboring mounds into the colony.
This results in many more colonies, that
may become interconnected, in a area. In
many multiple queen areas, it is impossi-
bie to distinguish between colonies. In
fact, we suspect that many areas may be
occupied by one or a very few “'super
colonies™. So many maltiple queen colo-
mies are foond in some improved pas-
tures in north central Florida that one can
literally step from mound to mound
across the entire field. Finally, multiple
queea colonies are more difficult to con-
troL. The sheer numbers of ants that must
thbaitloxinmsorbecumacedby
drenches requires more insecticide. The

-

hundreds of queens present in the multi-
ple queen colony must be killed or made
incapable of reproducing, because any
are capable of sustaining the colony. The
significance of multiple queen colonies
is unknown, but has the potential to be
tremendons. Beneficial insects, spiders,
rodents and other small animals, and the
young of ground nesting birds, will be
reduced in number because fire ants will
Kill and devour atmost anything that can-
not move quickly enough or is helpless.
The nomber of ants in multiple queen
areas insures that little else will be able
to survive. Very heavily infested areas
may become virtally an ecological
desert with few species, other than the
ants, surviving. The effect on crops on
wh'x:hﬁremtsfeed.suchasoha.pon-
toes, soybeans and citrus, will also be
heavy. Multiple queen fire ants caused a
loss of more than $30,000 in 1984 in one
25 acre field of irish potatoes near Has-
tings, Florida.

The hazard of spread is greatly
increased because of the increased num-
ber of queens in any given area. The ten-
dency of fire ants 1 invade poned or
balled-buriaped  plants  is  well-
documented and the establishment of

Mound distribution frequently seen ia popnlalion.r.

larger parent mound surrounded by smaller sotellite mowunds.

multiple queen colonies in nursery envi-
rons increases the chances of infestation
of plants and movement of the ants in
interstate commerce. The present fire
ant quarantine certification treatment for
potted nursery stock requires incorpora-
tion of chiorpyrifos into the potting
media. This treatment will prevent fire
ant infestation if the chlorpyrifos is thor-
oughly mixed at the proper rate with the
potting media, however, it is not as
effective nor as long-term as was chlor-
dane. Treatment of nursery environs at 6
month intervals with one of the fire ant
bﬁvs,su:hasLogicorAmdm.willpre-
vent the development of heavy infesta-
tions of single or multiple queen fire
ants and decrease the chances of further
spread of fire ants by infested plants.
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