LEAFCUTTER ANT
Atta spp. and Acromyrmex spp.

Anatomy —

Leafcutter ants practice advanced methods of
sustainable agriculture, and operate under one of the
most dudied socid caste sysems in the naturd
world. Naturaist E.O.Wilson offered that lesfcutters
have perfectly evolved to address every smal need
necessxy for thar survivd over ther 50 million
years in exidence. Different ants are responsible for
eech gep in the process of cultivation of fungi.
According to their dze ants fulfill specfic roles
such as defenders of the colony, caretekers of the
young, gadeners, foragers, and  ledfcutters.
Incredibly, there are even tiny ants that draddle the
backs of larger worker ants and defend them from
carnivorous flies No survivd task is left unassgned.
Researchers marvel a the complex form of sustainable agnculture that the ants practice. Careful
not to overuse a sngle vegetation source, lesfcutters gather fragments from different plants and
trees, minimizing the vegetaion's tendency to buld up its defenses. Some ants are equipped with
a bacterium that acts as a pedicide on a paticular mold, the largest threat to their fungus
gardens. The ants sparing use of this protectant has kept the mold from developing a resistance,
alowing the bacterium to remain an effective defense over time.

Habitat —

Found principdly in Latin America and the Caribbean, leafcutter ants inhabit the forest floor and
congruct an underground web of chambers where they "farm™ and harvest their staple food,
fungus. They create underground fungus "gardens' by dipping and gathering fresh vegetation
and injecting the pieces with a fungd secretion that digests the often poisonous plants into an
edible and nutritious mushroom form.

Diet —
These ants consume more vegetation than any other anima group. Ther own fungd secretion,
which they inject into the leaves, can change poisonous plants into a nutritious medl.

Threats -
The main naturd predator of the Leafcutter antsisthe armadillo. However, asthe Leafcutter
ants are an integral part of the rainforest eco-system, as the forests disappear, so do the ants.

Sources -

Jukofsky, Diane. Encyclopedia of Rainforests. Connecticut: Oryx Press, 2002.
www.animaldiversity.org

www.thewildones.org

Photo by Art Wolfe (www.artwolfe.com)

Rainforest Alliance Learning Site Species Profiles— Leafcutter Ant
www.rainforest-alliance.org/programs/education




