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A close-up picture of an army ant convoy on the cover of Ant
ecology surely catches the eye. The much-anticipated book,
divided into four parts, includes 16 chapters and 15 plates of
high quality pictures. An impressive consortium of mostly
junior ant biologists from around the world joins forces in
compiling a collection of ant-related works, for the most part
published in the last two decades. In his foreword, E. O. Wilson
refers to Ant ecology as a book that will carry forward the
‘‘torch of myrmecology.’’ While the book offers an updated
summary of work conducted in select spheres of ant ecology,
those who were craving to read about ant natural history might
be left unfulfilled.

Ant ecology is divided into four parts. Part I is devoted to
explaining the origin and distribution of ant diversity and to
setting conservation priorities. Part II covers topics on ant
community dynamics, including competition, mutualistic inter-
actions, and resource use. Part III on population ecology,
includes chapters on colonial reproductions and life histories,
colony structure, nestmate recognition, and foraging and
defense strategies. Part IV is entirely devoted to invasive ants
and contains chapters on biogeographic and taxonomic
patterns of introduced ants, invasion processes and causes of
success, consequences of ant invasions, and invasive ant
management.

The first chapter by Phil Ward summarizes the numerous
advances accomplished in ant ‘‘taxonomy, phylogenetics, and
evolution’’ in recent years. Also included are notes on the
natural history and geographic distributions of all known
extant ant subfamilies, which sets the stage for the remainder of
the book. The following chapter (2, by Brian Fisher) on ant
‘‘biogeography’’ does a good job describing what is known
about the evolutionary processes that have led to the current
geographic distribution of extant ant species. Within this
chapter, the section on ‘‘phylogenetic-based biogeography’’ is
a must-read. However, much remains to be learned about the
historical biogeography of most ant taxa.

One main objective of Ant ecology, as stated in the preface, is
to ‘‘highlight the contributions of myrmecology to ecology
more broadly.’’ While certain chapters achieve this, they at
times get stuck in explanations of general ecological theories,
often neglecting to make connections that are specific to ants. It
is the case of Chapter 3 (Robert Dunn et al.) on geographic
gradients (full disclosure: My Ph.D. advisor and several friends
wrote this chapter), which effectively synthesizes the causes and
consequences of diversity gradients, but meanders through five
pages of diversity theory. On the other hand, select chapters
nicely succeed in putting ant ecology into a broader context
without compromising on ant natural history. For example,

Chapter 7 (Nico Blüthgen and Heike Feldhaar) focuses on the
trophic ecology and on physiological and morphological
adaptations of ants that facilitate or constrain the use of
diverse food resources and nesting habitats. Among other
things, the authors discuss how stable isotopes have taught ant
ecologists a few things about the position of ants in food-webs.
For instance, the use of stable isotopes led to the discovery that
ants in the tropical rain forest act as primary consumers by
exploiting large amounts of plant-derived nitrogen through
feeding on nectar and honeydew. The series of morphological
and physiological adaptations facilitating the uptake, transport,
and storage of liquids in ants suggest that exploitation of these
food resources might have been key to ants’ ecological success.
This chapter offers a gripping synthesis, not just a review, and
shows that much of the basic natural history of ants remains
unknown and that it will be necessary to uncover this
information to gain a better understanding of community
organization and mechanisms of coexistence.

A clear strength of the book is the ability of most authors to
convey sometimes complex concepts in a way that facilitates
understanding, even for readers with a limited knowledge of the
topic in question. Chapter 11 is on communication systems in
ants, wherein d’Ettorre and Lenoir explain that the ecological
success of ants arises from their ability to discriminate
nestmates from non-nestmates. This chapter nicely integrates
notions in comparative psychology and analytical chemistry
without getting entangled in specialized jargon. In addition, the
eight-pages-long glossary at the end of the book includes most
terms that could give an uninitiated myrmecologist a headache.

The last part of Ant ecology is all about invasive ants.
Though the current distribution of invasive ant taxa is generally
well known, ant ecologists are still at the dawn of understand-
ing which ants are most likely to become invasive and where.
Chapter 14 (Krushelnycky et al.) investigates the causes and
processes underlying successful ant invasions. Recent debates
have arisen regarding the role of disturbance in facilitating ant
invasions and here the authors succeed in covering both sides.
While some argue that invasive ants are the main drivers of
decline in native ant diversity, others argue that they only
exacerbate the effect of disturbance. The authors provide a
nuanced opinion on the point of contention, but leave no room
for misinterpretation in their conclusion that even though there
is a clear connection between disturbance and ant invasion,
most ‘‘invasive ant species are capable of spreading from
human-modified habitats into largely undisturbed natural areas
if the abiotic conditions are suitable.’’

While there is no doubt that invasive ants are among the
most disruptive introduced organisms world-wide and that
enormous progress has been made in the field of ant invasions,
it is unclear why a quarter of Ant ecology is devoted to the
ecology and management of non-native ants. Surely progress in
ant ecology has fed itself on research advances in invasive ants
and work on invasive ants has contributed to ecological debates
even outside the ant world. But, the over-emphasis on invasive
ants detracts from basic work on ant autecology, which is
lacking in many chapters. In addition, the broad scope of the
book relative to its length results in shallow coverage of some
topics and, perhaps, the exclusion of some important subjects in
ant ecology.
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Lacking in Ant ecology is a section summarizing the role of
ants in ecosystem functioning. How the daily grind of ants
affect ecosystem processes is swiftly discussed, but the book
mostly refers to a literature review that is 12 years old, even
though there has been a considerable amount of recent work
performed and published in this area. Ant ecologists noticeably
missing in the list of authors include Xim Cerdá, Blaine Cole,
Diane Davidson, Donald Feener, Deborah Gordon, Michael
Kaspari, Ulrich Maschwitz, Riitta Savolainen, Walter Tschin-
kel, and Kari Vepsäläinen though their work is cited on many
pages in the book. To be fair, maybe these authors were asked
to write chapters but chose not to contribute. But perhaps as a
consequence of not having these accomplished ant ecologists
write chapters in the book, the amount of information on basic
natural history and population biology is often thin. Neverthe-
less, Ant ecology is probably the most complete summary of
what is known about the ecology of ants to date. Readers
should be aware that the book might be better served as a side
dish to an entree such as ‘‘The ants’’ (Hölldobler, Bert, and
Edward O. Wilson. 1990. Belknap, Cambridge, Massachusetts),
which the editors acknowledge in the preface.

Overall, Ant ecology is a must-read for first-year graduate
students either planning to use ants as a model system or

interested in various aspects of ant ecology. One can find
shaded boxes throughout the book that provide pragmatic tips
for novice ant ecologists. These informative boxes include basic
advice on how to sample and curate ant specimens, as well as
tool-kit building tips such as how to get started with stable
isotope techniques. In addition, each chapter ends with a
‘‘future directions’’ section that provides explicit and pragmatic
advice with regard to exciting research avenues. Most insect
ecologists and insect conservationists will enjoy reading the
book. More generally, some chapters might interest macro-
ecologists, behavioral ecologists, or conservation biologists. Ant
ecology will serve as a reference for cutting-edge ecological
research on ants by among the most up-and-coming myrme-
cologists around.
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Systematics and taxonomy have been deemphasized in
academic curricula and some sponsored research. For example,
a number of major government funding programs emphasize
multidisciplinary syntheses of existing data, which have
generated high numbers of well-cited publications. In the
United States, terms of awards for such activities explicitly
prohibit using funds to collect field data, including collection by
postdoctoral fellows whose field experience is still limited.
Without such experience, it is difficult to interpret the results of
models, however sophisticated, in terms of ecological signifi-
cance and reality. Conservation is about actual organisms and
actual places, and achieving conservation objectives is far more
likely when researchers and practitioners understand and
appreciate natural history (Noss, R. F. 1996. The naturalists
are dying off. Conservation Biology 10:1–3).

Early in my career, I was fortunate to have mentors with
decades of field experience. I spent many years working closely
with an extraordinary lepidopterist and natural historian, the
late George T. Austin, whose taxonomic focus initially shifted
from birds to butterflies because there were fewer restrictions on
studying insects. As I read Insect conservation, I guessed how he
might have reacted to the text. At some points, I imagined him
nodding emphatically. At others, I imagined a blast of
invective.

Insect conservation’s greatest strength is its careful descrip-
tions of field methods that no longer are commonly taught,
especially in integrative programs supplanting departments
whose names end in –ology. I found its greatest weaknesses to
be lack of focus and sloppy editing, such as spelling errors in the
literature cited and mismatches between citations in the text and
literature cited. Some sections of the book address the reader
directly, which can be distracting and occasionally a bit
presumptuous.

The book is divided into three sections, characterized by the
authors as foundations of insect conservation, studies of single
species, and studies of assemblages or communities. The stated
purpose of Insect conservation is to introduce approaches and
techniques for insect ecology and conservation. The introduc-
tion notes that the book’s intended audience is early-career
researchers with undergraduate degrees in biology, entomol-
ogy, or zoology who are ‘‘pursuing practical insect conserva-
tion work and writing a technical report, thesis, or research
paper.’’ The back cover, however, highlights the book’s
potential relevance to postgraduate students, conservation
practitioners, and professional entomologists. I assumed the
cover text was written by the publisher, and therefore
concentrated on its potential use by individuals without
postgraduate training.

Given the number of monitoring programs that are
inappropriate for informing practical decisions about land use
or conservation interventions, I was delighted that the authors
consistently emphasize the importance of establishing clear
objectives and designing data collection accordingly. In an era
in which students at some universities are expected to publish
multiple articles before commencement, or consultants are
pressured to base land-use plans on cursory assessments, the
authors emphasize that one season or year of study is
insufficient to inform sound management.
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