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Huei-Jung Wu (1990) Disk clearing behavior of the red harvester ant, Pogo
nomyrmex barbatus Smith. Bull. Inst. Zool., Academia Sinica 29(3): 153-164. The 
paper gives a detailed analysis of the behavior that Pogonomyrmex barbatus workers 
display as they establish and maintain the barren disk on their nests. The ants 
invest considerable time and energy each year from March to May to clear all 
plants and non-plant matters on their nest surface by subdividing the materials into 
small pieces that are transportable by 1-3 ants at a time. Tough, large, solid 
material is left on the disk. Live animals are driven away or killed and removed. 
Semiliquid or sticky matter is covered up by dumping gravel or bits of earth on it. 
Various skills and methods are applied by the ants to subdivide and to transport 
plants and non-plant matters. The regular sequence of disk clearing is from the side 
nearest the center nest entrance to the side farthest from it. There is a tendency 
for the denuded disk to have a circular shape, playing an important role in 
minimizing disk clearing costs. The disks are kept denuded throughout the 
foraging seasons from May to November. They are obscured by encroaching grass 
during the ants' winter dormancy from late November to the ensuing February. 
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Pogonomyrmex barbatus Smith is one 
of the most abundant and specialized 
species of Western granivorous ants in 
the United States (Cole, 1968). The un
usually large nests of this ant are usually 
found in hot, grassy plains. The nest 
itself is €onstructed in the ground and, 
in general, has a cleared disk, 1-3 m in 
diameter, over the nest (Fig. 11). 1-6 
smooth ant trails, 5-15 cm wide, radiate 
from the disk to distances of 10-50 m 
(Wu, 1989). The workers of this ant 
mainly collect seeds for food along the 
sides of ant trails. Wheeler (1960) sug-

gested that the cleared disk is an adap
tation for getting more heat from the 
sun to incubate the brood in the nest and 
to secure maximum dryness of seeds 
stored within. In view of the great 
abundance of this ant in many areas of 
the United States and their considerable· 
ecological importance, surprisingly little 
has been learned to the present concern
ing the ecology of their annual disk 
clearing behavior. The amount of work 
involved each year in the process of the 
spring disk reconstruction is truly im
mense. Prior studies of how P. barbatus 
clears plants and non-plant matters from 

1. The worker of Pogonomyrmex barbatus must have the spirit of the pioneers of the American back
woods to accomplish the clearing of their large nest disk (McCook, 1879). 

2. Paper No 335 of the Journal series of the Institute of Zoology, Academia Sinica. 

153 
























