Along the Trail With Ants with Dr Ajay Narendra, Australian National University.
Ajay gave the first lecture in the series “Hilltop to Backfence” on Thursday 21 February in the Blue Gum Lounge at Hackett. His talk entitled “Along the Trail with Ants” gave us an insider view of his PhD subject (at Dept of Biological Sciences, Macquarie University).  It was a presentation illustrated with the most stunning close ups of ants showing appearance, differences, life cycles, behaviours, habitats and details of experiments by Ajay and colleagues into ants’ navigation methods from food source and back to the nest. The way the Queen ants behave to ensure the survival of each colony is most interesting.  Ants have been on this earth 140-170 million years and diversified upon the arrival of flowering plants 70 – 100 million years ago. Ants have evolved from wasps. Australia is home to one quarter of the world’s genera. 

Ajay described the most primitive of ants – the Dinosaur Ant that lives at Poochera on SA/WA border, active only in winter and at night. They are called ‘primitive’ since the number of individuals in the nest of the Dinosaur Ant is small i.e., ranging from 40 to 50 individuals; they look similar to each other; have large eyes and use visual cues when they go out foraging out from their nest to food source and back, each night.

Another primitive ant, the Bull Ant (or Bull dog Ant) an iconic species for Australia, was described in detail.  On the walk on Sunday 24th a group of over 40 adults and children were guided by Ajay and his young offsider expert to one of our own Bull Ant nests near the lower reservoir with its distinctive single entrance.  These ferocious little creatures catch bees, ants, will stare at you and follow you using a visual scheme of navigation.  Their nest is 2 metres deep, and not very wide.  They have big jaws, and if they bite will not let go, injecting a painful sting as they press poison into the wound on your leg.  They are not to be angered. A highlight for the children was watching a genuine “dogfight” to the finish (or almost) between a resident Bull Ant and an introduced visitor. In Australia there are 90 species of Bull ants but 8 or 9 in Canberra. These ants have large eyes and some are active during the day and some during the night. The nests on Mt Majura are near to their own tree where sometimes they will spend the night to suck on the sap, a carbon source for their own sustenance. They must hunt for insects to provide protein for their larvae.

Another most common ant is the Meat Ant whose numbers could reach up to 1 million in a single nest. They build food depots up to 1.5 km from the main nest with multiple entrances, and leave a pheromone trail for others to follow. They might stay overnight at a depot and then go to the main nest next morning. They have no sting but a pair of snappy jaws. They are scavengers eating anything to be found. Sugar Ants are highly specialised with different tasks for all workers. Large soldier ants came out to check when our vibrations disturbed their peace and quiet.  They bite and spray formic acid. We will remember the Valentine Ant with a heart shaped abdomen, the Green Metallic Ant with tiny green hairs and a depression on its head. They use landmarks such as trees to establish routes, and prey on other ants.

This activity promoted all the aims of our Hackett Neighbourhood Watch.  It invited the gathering of a multi age group, many children and adults, to be part of an informative, fun activity and learn more about the micro life of the Mount Majura Nature Reserve on a glorious late summer afternoon.  We thank our facilitators of FoMM and Ajay Narendra (also a Hackett resident!) for sharing with us this fascinating and useful subject.
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