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How overcrowding is avoided by ants
- Investigations on Lasius niger L. (Hym., Fornicidae) -

C hrls tophe r Barlow

Zusam m enfassung : 8 K ön ig innen  der A m eisenart Lasius n ig e r  L. w urden nach 

ihrem  H o ch ze its f lu g  zusam m en in  e in k ün s tlich e s  N est gebracht und nach e i

ner W oche Je 2 zusam m en in  e inen Raum  e ingesperrt. Jede legte  ln  der Fo lge 

ze it e in paar E ier und  zog e in ige A rbe iter groB. Die 8 "N ester” h ie lte n  s ich 

6 M onate  lang  nebeneinander, ohne daB eine V erm ischung  s ta tt fa n d . In  e iner 

Nacht aber w urden 7 der 8 K ön ig innen  k am p flo s  ln  e iner o ffe n s ic h t lic h  ge 

m einsam en A k tio n  a lle r  A rbe iter g eköp ft. Diese Beobachtung läß t verm uten, 

daß es sich h ierbei um  e inen norm a len  V organg hande lt, um  eine Ü bervö lke 

rung zu vermeiden.

Many aspects in the  behav lour o f ants are s t i l l  shrouded in  m ystery and n o t 

yet ln ves tig a ted  th o rough ly  or th e lr  m ean ing unde rs tood . In  my suburban  

garden I have been w atch ing  an ts  fo r  many years, espec ia lly  the  com m on 

b lack  an t Lasius n ige r L.

To obtaln more details about the hidden life in a nest I started using artific ia l 

"nests". These are made of a simple Container o f clear p lastlc in the m iddle, 

surrounded by several (6 or 8) smaller tubes o f clear p lastlc , llnked w lth the 

main room by narrow gangways. The bottom  o f a ll Containers are covered 

w lth mortar. Each room ls covered by a lid  and can be opened, if  necessary. 

(Compare the drawing.)
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For an experim ent I s ta rted  ln 1991 I took  new queens from  a m a ting  f l lg h t .

I used e igh t queens and pu t them  ln a cube shaped Container th a t had been 

h a lf- f il le d  w lth  t i le  cem ent. O n ly  a s im p le  inverted  "T" shaped tu nne l was 

made in  the sldes w ith  no com m un ica ting  leng ths . The queens cou ld  move 

freely b u t a fte r  a week they ceased th e ir  w anderings. I t  was at th ls  stage th a t

I tem porarily  sealed tw o  queens in to  each cham ber.

For a long  tim e  they each ind iv idua l queen kept as fa r  apart from  its  neigh- 

bour as poss ib le  and by November I had removed the  seals, they reared a few 

ants each. A ll o f the  queens stayed in th e ir  respectlve cham bers.

They had been in the  nests fo r  six m on ths  and I was beg inn lng  to  th in k  th a t 

no th ing  w ou ld  happen because there  appeared to  be no m ix lng  o f any k ind  

betw een the  nests . But one n ig h t in  la te  spring  1992 I fo und  a ll the queens 

except one dead. Seven were decap lta ted  in  one n ig h t. The deaths were so 

iden tica l th a t I presum ed l i t t le  s trugg le  had taken  place, or, th a t the  k illln g s  

were so sw ift th a t the  queens d id  no t have tim e  to  s trugg le .

W hatever happened during  the  n ig h t took  coopera tion  by the w orkers, al- 

th o u g h  I never saw them  toge the r at a ll. They had chosen one queen and a ll o f 

the  o thers were su rp lus . This sm oo th  opera tlon  a lso  suggested the behaviour 

to  emerge was qu ite  norm al and app ropria te  to  the c ircum stances o f over- 

crow d ing . W h ich  leads me to  the th o u g h t th a t  an increase ln a p o pu la t io n  

density  p robab ly  does the  same.
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