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I\TATUR E enthusiast! spending
I \ some time in Lhe fieldanywhere
in Australia will undoubtedly have
fascinating (yet sometimes painful)
personal experience with ants.

Ants are recognized as
numerically and ecologically
dominant organisms in terrestrial
ecosystems over a major portion of
the planet. The group has probably
been in this impofiant position for
over 50 million years ! To date, over
300 genera and 15 000 species of
ants have been described worldwide,
and these numbers are sti1l
increasing as research continues.
103 genera and 1275 species and
subspecies have been described in
Australia a1one. The biodiversity of
the Formicidae family is a reflection
of the incredible pattem ofadaptive
radiation which characterizes the
group's evolutionary history.

Menbers of this large insect
family occupy pivotal positions in
many aspects of terrestrial ecology,
and affect their physical and bioric
environments profoundly. By
facilitating the cycling of nutrients,
interacting with flora and fauna and
moderating physical conditions,
ants promote the establishment and
maintenance of complex plant
communi t ies and p lay a par t  in
succession mechanisms and
important ecosystem functions.
Reciprocally, climate, vegetation
and soil type are the main factors
determining the composition of ant
communities.

The Western Australian ant
fauna is certainly very diverse, and
most of the local ant species are of
significant ecologica I or economic
importance. The use of ants as bio-
indicators dates ftomthemid 1970's,
when it was proposed thatexploring
the structural composition of ant
communities would yield valuable
information on ecosystem health.

ANTS AS BIO-INDICATORS OF DISTURBANCE IN URBAN BUSH
- SUMMARY OF A CASE STUDY
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Since then, the concept has proven
itself relevant in monitoring the
rehabilitation status of sites after
many types of disturbances. These
have included fire, grazing, mining
and clearing.

Previous studies examining the
structure of ant communities around
the Swan Coastal Plain have focused
on non-developed areas.  The
remainder of this article shortly
summarizes a study undenaken in
2002, around two suburban
bushland areas in the Perth
metropolitan area: Buckland Hill
and Bold Park. The aim was to
evaluate the rehabilitation success
on Buckland Hil1, using Bold Park
as a reference site. The
two sites, although of
very different scale,
share a similar
g e n o r e n h i c

topologica l  and
floristic background.

Buckland Hill (10
ha)  was used as a
limestone quary and
later as a military post
dur ing the Second
World War. It is now a
road-s ide publ ic
bushland area on the
coasta l  reaches of
Mosman Park 's

residential zone. Efforts to
revegetate and protect the site have
been sporadically implemented for
over a decade by the local council.

Bold Park is the largest remnant
coastal bushland in the Perth
metropolitan area (431 ha). h is
managed by the Botanic Gardens
and Parks Authority as a protected
A-class reserve. The area comprises
important conservation, landscape
and recreational opportunities. The
park is comprised of many different
plant communities, and has retained
much of its original vegetation.

The initial expectations for thts
investigation were that the ant
community structure would be
signifi cantly different between sites,
and that variations in this structure
would also be reflected in different
vegetation assemblages within both
sites.

Ant surveys were undertaken
simultaneously along two transects
(100m) on each site, during two
seasons, to ensure a comprehensive
coverage of the existing ant fauna.
Collections were made along a
poorly vegetated (disturbed) and
highly vegetated transect line from
each location, to determine the role
of vegetation status on ant fauna

Electran Mictogrqph of N,4yrmecio urens, o speclo/isf
predotot. fhis nolive coasfal Jumping Jock' is a clase
relalive the lorger 'Bull Ant'. lt was found in Buckland
Hill. (Fhoto: P. U. Achour/E. Millet)
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