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ABSTRACT: We present a simple, fast, and inexpensive method for collecting relatively
clean samples ofmound-building ants. The method consists ofcreating a miniature pitfall
trap in the mound with a collecting tube.

Over years of collecting mound-building ants, mainly of the genera
Pogonomynnex, Solenopsis, and Fonnica in North America, we have used
a simple, fast, inexpensive method for making relatively clean collec­
tions of workers. Since we have found many collectors unaware of this
extremely useful technique, it is described below.

The collection method described is as simple and useful as many
other ant collection techniques (Clark and Blom 1979; Greenslade 1973;
Wheeler 1910; Wheeler and Wheeler 1963). Melander (l902) described a
similar method for use with the non mound-building ant,Pogonomynnex
barbatus (F. Smith). Our procedure involves pushing an open collecting
vial partly filled with alcohol into the earth, gravel, or thatch ant mound
and letting the container act as a pitfall trap for the ants. We insert a vial,
flag the nest for easy relocation, continue collecting in the area, and
return to the mound to recover the vial of ants. Forceps are sometimes
needed to retrieve the vial to avoid stings and bites. The nest may be part­
lyopened with a small trowel orother instrument ifthe ants are not active
outside the nest. The ants usually react to the disturbance by increased

. activity and in the process fall into the open vial of alcohol. Greenslade
(1973) described "digging-in effects" and showed that the highest catches
of ants occured immediately after pitfall traps were established. Brood
may be collected in this manner as workers carrying immatures to safety
frequently fall into the collecting vial.

IReceived December 2,1988. Accepted January 3,1989.

2Supported, in part, by grants to WHC from The Foundation for Environmental Educa­
tion, Inc. and American Philosophical Society (Grant No. 1167, Johnson Fund). A por­
tion of this work was conducted under the lNEL Radioecology and Ecology Programs
sponsored by the Office of Health and Environmental Research. and the Division or
Waste Products through the Fuel Reprocessing and Waste Management Division. United
States Department of Energy.

3Museum of Natural History. College of Idaho, Caldwell. Idaho 83605.

4Department of Plant, Soil, and Entomological Sciences. University or Idaho. Moscow
83843.

ENT. NEWS 100(3): 127-128. May & June, 1989



128 ENTOMOLOGICAL NEWS

If care is taken in placing the vial into the mound, a relatively clean
sample is usually obtained. This is a sharp contrast to the cleaning
necessary to remove unwanted debris if the ants are collected by
aspirator.

This method has apparently been overlooked by myrmecologists
and was not mentioned in references for methods of ant study
(Donisthorpe 1927; Gregg 1963; Greenslade 1973; Melander 1902;
Wheeler 1910, 1932; Wheeler and Wheeler 1963). The Wheelers listed the
following methods ofcollection from an ant colony in a mound ofearth
or thatch: 1) ants can be scooped up with a trowel and dumped onto a
surface to be aspirated; 2) chloroform is poured into the mound and the
motionless ants then collected; 3) a portion ofthe mound is placed into a
cloth bag for later sorting; and 4) the ants may be aspirated directly from
the mound. These methods require more time and effort than our sug­
gested technique. It may be necessary to dig through a mound to obtain
sexual forms, brood, and inquilines though this can be done selectively
after a series of workers has been obtained.
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