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Dining out with commoners: queens of Camponotus novogranadensis Mayr, 1870
(Hymenoptera: Formicidae) feeding outside the nest with nestmate workers

Fernando da Silva Carvalho-Filho ®
Museu Paraense Emilio Goeldi/MCTIC. Belém, Pard, Brasil

Abstract: An ant colony usually shows a division into reproductive (queens and alate males) and nonreproductive (workers
and soldiers) castes. In most ant species, the tasks outside of a mature colony are performed predominately by the
non-reproductive castes, and the reproductive queens usually do not leave the nest after founding. Therefore,
queens are feed by workers that, upon returning to the nest, regurgitate a portion of stored fluid. However, queens
of Camponotus novogranadensis Mayr, 1870 were recorded feeding on the carcass of a mourning gecko outside the nest
with nestmate major and minor workers in a disturbed habitat in Belém, Para state, northern Brazil.
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Resumo: Nas colonias de formigas, hd uma divisdo em castas reprodutivas (rainhas e machos) e ndo reprodutivas (operarias e
soldados). Na maioria das espécies de formigas, as tarefas externas de uma coldénia madura sdo predominantemente
desempenhadas pelas castas ndo reprodutivas, uma vez que as rainhas reprodutivas geralmente ndao saem do ninho.
As rainhas sdo, portanto, alimentadas pelas operarias que, ao retornarem ao ninho, regurgitam uma parte do alimento
fluido armazenado em seus corpos. No entanto, nesta nota, rainhas de Camponotus novogranadensis Mayr, 1870 foram
registradas alimentando-se da carcaca de uma lagartixa fora do ninho junto com as operarias do mesmo ninho, em uma
area antropizada em Belém, estado do Pard, Norte do Brasil.
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Dining out with commoners: queens of Camponotus novogranadensis Mayr, 1870 (Hymenoptera: Formicidae)...

INTRODUCTION

Ants (Formicidae) are highly successful insects, constituting
15% to 25% of the all terrestrial animal biomass
(Schultz, 2000). They are distributed in a great variety
of microhabitats in terrestrial ecosystems, such as in soll,
leaf litter, fallen trunks and twigs, abandoned or active
nests of other social insects, living trees and forest canopy
(Holldobler & Wilson, 1990).

The evolutionary success of ants is mainly attributed
to their eusociality, an evolutionarily advanced level
of colonial existence present in all species of formicids
(Holldobler & Wilson, 1990), characterized by the
simultaneous presence of two or more overlapping
generations of adults within a colony; cooperative brood
care (individuals care for brood that is not their own); and
division into reproductive and nonreproductive (or at least
less-reproductive) castes (Holldobler & Wilson, 1990).

In most ant species, the tasks performed external to
the nest in mature colonies are predominately done by the
non-reproductive castes of workers and soldiers, since the
reproductive queens usually do not leave the nest (Brown
& Bonhoeffer, 2003). The queens only exit their nest
during migration of the colony to a new nest or to found a
new colony. However, in some species of the subfamilies
Myrmeciinae, Nothomyrmecinae, most of “Poneromorph”
subfamilies and some Formicinae and Myrmicinae, that have
a semi- or a partially claustral nest foundation, the queens,
during the colony-founding, also forage for food with which
to provision their first brood (Brown & Bonhoeffer, 2003
and references therein). In mature colonies the queens
are thus feed by workers that, upon returing to the nest,
regurgitate a portion of food fluid carried in the proventriculus
(Holldobler & Wilson, 1990).

Ants usually are predators or scavengers, feeding
on a wide range of prey, mainly arthropods, but there are
species that also consumes seeds or fungi (Holldobler &
Wilson, 1990). Adults usually feed on liquid substances,
such as sugary substances produced by plants and insects
of the orders Auchenorrhyncha (such as treehoppers) and

Stenorrhyncha (such as aphids, mealybugs, etc.), but they
have been observed feeding on urine, feces, and vertebrate
carcasses, that are an important source of additional
nutrients, mainly to herbivorous species (Petitet a/., 2019).

In contrast to expected ant behavior, a group of
workers and queens of the same colony were observed
feeding together in a gecko carcass outside the nest in
an urban area.

MATERIAL AND METHODS
The observation reported in this study was made in
the courtyard of a residence located in an urban area of
Belém, state of Pard, Brazil. In total, one and a half hours of
observations were made. Some ants (workers, soldiers and
queens) were collected and deposited in the entomological
collection of the Museu Paraense Emilio Goeldi (MPEG),
Belém, state of Pard, Brazil. Specimens were identified by
a specialist from the MPEG.

Photographs were taken with a Nikon D90 camera
with a Sigma 105 mm macro lens and a Nikon SB900 flash
bearing a homemade diffuser.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

On December 20, 2019, a group of about 30 ants
(Camponotus novogranadensis Mayr, 1870) were observed
feeding on the fresh carcass of a mourning gecko
(Lepidodactylus lugubris (Duméril & Bibron, 1836)) in the
evening (1800 h) (Figure 1). The gecko was killed and
partially consumed by a domestic cat the previous night.
The group of ants was composed of two dealated queens,
minor and major workers (Figure 1). Like the workers, the
queens were also observed licking the exposed tissue of the
gecko carcass. The ants were not observed chewing and
removing pieces of tissue, nor were they returning with it
to the nest, whose entrance, a small hole in the wall of a
residence about five centimeters above the ground, was
located about 70 centimeters from the carcass. One of the
queens returned to the nest after 40 minutes of observation
and the other after an hour and 20 minutes.

===
228



Bol. Mus. Para. Emilio Goeldi. Cienc. Nat., Belém, v. 15, n. 1, p. 227-230, jan.-abr. 2020

Figure 1. Dealate queens, soldiers, and workers of Camponotus
novogranadensis feeding on the fresh carcass of a mourning gecko
(Lepidodactylus lugubris) in an urban area of Belém, state of Par,
Brazil. Photo: F S. Carvalho-Filho (2019).

There is little information on the biology of C.
novogranadensis, even though it is widespread in the
neotropics and was recently recorded for the first time in
Florida, USA (Deyrup & Belmont, 2013). This species has
been recorded as part of the urban and even domestic
fauna of northern Brazil (Albuguerque & Prado, 2017). It
has been recorded feeding on honeydew produced by
treehoppers (Membracidae and Aetalionidae) (Letourneau &
Choe, 1987), and nectar from extrafloral nectaries of plants
(Schoereder et al., 2010). This species also is attracted to
animal protein utilized as bait in traps (Vasconcelos, 1999).

Ants visit vertebrate carcasses to capture eggs, larvae,
and pupae of necrophagous insects or to feed on exudates
or decomposing tissues (Moretti & Ribeiro, 2006). The
specimens observed in this study were only feeding on
exudates and tissues, and larvae and eggs of carrion flies
were not observed on the gecko carcass.

Urine, bird feces, and vertebrate carcasses may
represent an important nitrogen sources for ants, mainly
to herbivorous species that usually do not have access to
this nutrient by means of usual food (Petit et al., 2019),
such as C. novogranadensis that feeds predominately on
honeydew (Schoereder et al., 2010). However, carcasses

are ephemeral and not a common source of food as is

honeydew, becoming very attractive to ants so that even
to the queens leave the nest to consume it.

The queen of most Camponutus species exhibit
claustral nest foundation, such that they never leave
the nest for foraging (Brown & Bonhoeffer, 2003). The
evolutionary advantage attributed to claustral foundation
in ants is that it reduces queen mortality by predation
(Holldobler & Wilson, 1990; Brown & Bonhoeffer, 2003).
The loss of some foraging C. novogranadensis queens
outside of the nest may not represent a severe risk to the
colony since, like other Camponotus species, this species
is polygynic (Akre et al., 1994).
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