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Distribution of red wood ant (Formica rufa group)
mounds in Yellowstone National Park: are these species
Important for ecosystem properties?
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Red wood ants (Formica s.str) are ubiquitous in many conifer and mixed-conifer
forests of northern Europe and Asia. In contrast, even though twenty-four different
ant species are placed within the North American Formica rufa group, relatively little
is known on the abundance and distribution of these ants in North American ecosys-
tems. Information on forest types and conditions that favor the Formica rufa group
in North America, and their ecological role within these forests is rare. Since ants
are important components of most soil invertebrate communites and are considered
ecosystem engineers that alter the flow of energy and nutrients through terrestrial sys-
tems, it is important to gain a better understanding of the distribution of red wood ants
in North America and of the factors that might be important in regulating their abun-
dance. To gain baseline information on the distribution of these insects, we conducted
a survey for red wood ants in one of the most prestine North American ecosystems,
Yellowstone National Park. Within Yellowstone, human disturbance has been kept to
a minimun during the last 100 years, but fire and predators are still abundant. Covering
210 miles of trail and 310 miles of road we detected 85 red wood ant mounds. Ele-
vation, annual precipitation, forest type and time since last wild fire were found to be
important factors in explaining the distribution of these insects in the park. However,
the density of ant mounds was low and individual mounds were fairly small. Con-
sequently, these ants likely have considerably less impact on ecosystem processes in
Yellowstone National Park compared to red wood ants in European or Asian forests.



