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The Wet Tropics Management Authority acknowledges the spirit of Country 
of the Wet Tropics and recognises Rainforest Aboriginal Peoples as carrying 

custodial responsibility. We pay our respects to their ancestors and traditions.

The Amazing Ants of the Wet Tropics Field Guide is produced by the  
Wet Tropics Management Authority.
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Ants are some of the most 
important animals in our  
natural world. 

They do critical jobs in our 
environment, and a healthy ecosystem 
(plants, animals, and other things in a 
natural environment) needs ants.

Ants are beautiful, diverse, fascinating, 
and FUN!

Ants are also culturally important 
around the world. They have been 
part of human history for thousands 
of years.

In this book, you’ll learn all about ants 
and how to recognise the different 
kinds of ants that call the Wet Tropics 
their home. 

You’ll gain the knowledge and skills 
you need to start observing ants in  
the wild, as a junior myrmecologist 
(ant scientist) [mir-meh-call-o-jist].

Ants live almost everywhere in 
our environment, from deep in 
the soil to the highest treetops.

Scientists think there are around 
20 QUADRILLION ants on Earth. 

That’s a whopping 
20,000,000,000,000,000! 

This means that for every human 
living right now, there are more 
than TWO MILLION ants!

Welcome to

Ants
world of

The AMAZING

Are you ready? Let’s dive into the 

amazing world of ants!

abdomen thorax head

mandibles

antennae

All about 
ants

Ant biology
Ants are insects. Insects have a three-
segmented body, with a head, thorax 
(mesosoma), and abdomen (gaster).

Ants also have six legs and two antennae. 

Ants don’t have bones. Instead, they have 
a hard surface called an exoskeleton on 
the outside of their body. 

Some ants also have large mandibles 
(jaws), a stinger, or even an  
acid-spraying organ! 

Ants can be smooth, or ornamented with 
dots, lines, or other markings. Some are 
hairless, while others are so hairy they 
look fluffy and soft!

Image credits: 1  Peter Yeeles 2  Shutterstock 
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Social life
Ants are social insects. Social 
means that they live in groups  
and they: 

1   �Work together to care for their young 
(eggs and larvae, or baby ants). 

2   �Divide labour. Worker, queen, and 
male ants have different jobs.

3   �Have overlapping generations  
within the colony. 

In a typical ant colony, you’ll find a queen, 
who lays eggs, and many workers. There 
are also many eggs and larvae (baby ants) 
that the workers care for. Together, eggs 
and larvae are called brood. There can be 
hundreds or even thousands of workers. 
That’s a BIG family! 

Girl power!
Most of the ants you 
see are female! 

Workers are the most 
numerous ants in the colony 
and amazingly, are ALL 
female! They’re not fertile 
(can’t reproduce).

Queen ants are female, too. 
Queens are fertile, and their 
job is to lay eggs. There is 
usually only one queen, but 
in some species, a colony 
can have many queens.

Male ants, called drones, only 
have one function: to mate 
with new queens when the 
colony is ready to expand. 

Working together
Worker ants have a lot to do! 

Workers build the nest, keep it 
clean, find food, care for the queen 
and the brood, and defend the nest. 

To stay organised, ants 
communicate with chemical, visual, 
and even sound signals. 

Ant antennae are very sensitive. 
When two ants touch antennae, 
they are having a conversation 
through touch and pheromones 
(communication chemicals). 

Within a colony, individuals share 
a common family odour. Ants use 
this to recognise who is part of the 
colony, and who is a stranger.  
Ants maintain their odour by 
grooming (cleaning) themselves 
and each other. 

Even though they are small, by 
working together, ants can achieve 
big things!

Ants share food by passing it from mouth to mouth. This is called trophallaxis.

Image credits: 1  Philipp Hoenle 2  Peter Yeeles 3  4   Jonghyun Park
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Ant colony reproduction
Because an ant colony is made up of many 
ants working together, scientists call it a 
superorganism (one big animal made up of  
many small ones).

When it’s time for the ant colony to 
reproduce, new queens and drones 
(males) are produced. New 
queens and males often 
have wings and strong wing 
muscles to allow flight.

When the weather is just right, the 
new queens and males all fly away 
together in an event called a 
nuptial flight. Often, many nests 
do this at the same time. 

The males mate with the new queens, who 
then go find places to start their new nests.

To start a nest, a new queen 
must find a safe, hidden 
place to lay her first eggs. 
She removes her wings - she 
doesn’t need to fly anymore.

She looks after her eggs 
until they grow into her first 
generation of workers,  
called nanitics. 

Next, her workers take over 
finding food and caring for 
the queen and brood. 

As more and more workers 
hatch, the colony grows to 
its full size. Queen green tree ant 

with her first brood

Ants go through four life stages:  
egg, larva, pupa, and adult.

Ant eggs hatch into small, grub-like larvae. 

The larvae are fed and cared for by worker 
ants until they are big enough to turn into 
a pupa. Some larvae spin a silky cocoon to 
protect themselves. 

Each pupa will then metamorphose 
(transform) into an adult ant, and eclose 
(hatch) from its cocoon.

eggs

larva

pupa

Queen 
ant

Worker  
Ants

Life Cycle
the ant
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Sugar
Many ants have a sweet tooth! 

Most ants need lots of carbohydrates 
(sugar) to give the workers energy. 

Some ants find sugar by gathering 
nectar from plants and flowers. 
Others forage for fruit.

But many ants rely on mutualism  
(two species both helping each other) 
to get sugar. Several types of insects, 
such as scale insects, live on plants. 
These scale insects suck plant juices 
and produce a sugary liquid called 
honeydew. Ants look after these scale 
insects like farmers, protecting the 
scale insects from danger in exchange 
for the sweet honeydew.

Predators
Ant colonies need protein for their 
larvae to grow into adult ants. 

Some ants are predators of other 
arthropods (animals with jointed legs, 
like insects and spiders).

Scavengers
Many ants are scavengers - instead of 
only hunting, they also eat things they 
found already dead.

Seeds
Other ants prefer seeds and grains. 
Ants can move plant seeds around the 
environment, helping the plants grow 
in new places. 

Ants are everywhere! 

Ants do many important jobs in  
our environment. 

Ants move soil from underground to the 
surface when they build nests. They break 
down and eat dead things, helping to 
recycle nutrients (chemicals that plants 
and animals need to live and grow). Ants 
can also protect plants from caterpillars, 
and even disperse plant seeds. 

It’s a good thing that ants are found in 
almost every environment in Australia.  
A healthy ecosystem (plants, animals, and 
other things in a natural environment) 
needs its ants!

Ant
Ecology

What Ants

2
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Zombie ants
Even fungi can be dangerous for ants!

The fungi called Cordyceps and 
Ophiocordyceps can take over an infected 
ant’s brain, forcing the ant to go to a place 
with good conditions for fungal growth. 

The fungus then kills the ant and produces 
a fruiting body (like a mushroom) to begin 
the cycle again. 

There are more than 14,000 ant species 
globally. Species are different kinds of 
animals and plants.

But DID YOU KNOW... Australia has 
the world’s greatest ant biodiversity! 
Biodiversity refers to all the different 
species found in one area. 

In Australia, we have more than 1,700 known 
species of ants - more than any other country 
in the world.

Even more amazing, at least 1,400 of those 
ants are found nowhere else on Earth! 

This means that our native Australian ants are 
very special.

Right here in the Wet Tropics, we 
have some of the world’s most 

extraordinary ants:

And so many more!

Biggest
& smallest ants

The world's ONLY aquatic

swimming
ant

Green tree ant-mimic spider

Ant
Enemies

An ant’s life can be dangerous!

Echidnas and lizards go hunting for 
ants. Antlions build traps and eat ants 
that fall in.

Some hunters, like the green tree 
ant-mimic spider, look - and even 
smell - just like their prey. This 
disguise tricks the ants into letting 
the spider get close enough to strike.

Image credits: 1  Nick Volpe | www.nlwild.com 2  Raven333 | CC BY NC 3  Mark Ayers 4  Peter Yeeles
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The Wet Tropics World 
Heritage Area is known 
worldwide for its stunning 
beauty and its rich and 
unique biodiversity. 

Extending 450km from 
Townsville to Cooktown, the 
Wet Tropics World Heritage Area 
protects some of the world’s 
oldest continuously surviving 
tropical rainforests.  

Wet Tropics  
of Queensland

Biodiversity
While it covers only 0.12% of Australia, 
the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area 
contains an incredible:

60% of Australia’s butterfly species

45% of Australia’s bird species

And a lot of Australia’s biodiversity 
across many other plant and animal 
groups, too!

The Wet Tropics World Heritage Area is 
also a ‘living museum’ of ancient types of 
plants and animals. 

We can learn about the history of life 
from these ancient species. 

The southern cassowary is 
one of the most recognisable 

icons of the Wet Tropics.

Thornton Beach, Daintree, 
Eastern Kuku Yalanji Country  

WORLD HERITAGE AREA

Rainforest  
Aboriginal 
Peoples 
Rainforest Aboriginal Peoples 
have lived continuously in the 
rainforests of the Wet Tropics for 
many thousands of years. 

Today, there are more than 20 
tribal groups and eight language 
groups with ongoing traditional 
connections to land in the Wet 
Tropics World Heritage Area.

Lamb Range, 
Dinden National Park, 

Buluwai Country  

3
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Explorer’s Checklist

Ready to go 
looking for 

Ants?

You’ll need some supplies to collect 

and identify the ants you find:

Plastic jam or peanut butter jars,  

clean, with small air holes

Amazing Ants of the Wet Tropics Field Guide

Sun hat

Sturdy closed-in shoes

Charged mobile phone, whistle,  

or other contact device
 for emergencies

First aid kit

Tweezers, or spoon for scooping up ants

Magnification gear, such 
as a magnifying glass

Pocket torch for looking
 under rocks 

Where to find ants
Ants live in almost every part of 
our environment. Think about the 
habitats (different kinds of places 
to live) that are near you. 
Ants often make nests under rocks, logs, 
or branches. 

Many ants forage (look for food) in  
the leaf litter (layer of leaves on the  
forest floor). 

Ants also live in trees, and while some 
can be found on tree trunks, others live 
mostly in the canopy (top of the tree). 

Finally, some ants are nocturnal (awake at 
night). They will be hiding during the day. 

In this book, ants are 

organised by habitat - 

whether they’re found 

in trees, on the ground, 

or underground. 

Some ants live in ant plants, also called myrmecophytes [MIR-meh-co-fytes]. These plants don’t live in soil, so they need ants to bring them nutrients. In return, ants get a free house! 

Image credits: 1  Alan Henderson 2  John Newman | CC BY NC 3  Peter Yeeles 4  Roxanne Lazarus | www.inaturalist.org/people/427956
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tip one 
To find ants, you may need 
to look under things, such 
as rocks and logs. Other 
animals live there too -  

like spiders or centipedes. 
Always lift gently and lift 
towards you, so animals 

can easily escape. 

tip four 
Take care not to crush the 
ants. If you frighten or hurt 

your ants, they may try 
to defend themselves or 
scare you away. Ouch! 

tip two 
When you put the rock or 

log back down, place it 
gently in the same place, 

so all the animals who live 
underneath can stay safe 

in their home.

tip five 
Using your magnification 

gear, look at your ants 
and make observations. 
You can record these in 
a field notebook or your 

Pocket Guide.

tip three 
You can pick up ants with 
your hands, gently with 
tweezers, or carefully 

scoop the ants up with a 
spoon. Put them gently into 

a plastic jar with air holes. 

tip six 
When you’re done, make 
sure to return your ants 

to the same place you got 
them from, so they can 

go back to their nest and 
family. Ants need their nest 
and nestmates in order to 

be healthy.

Looking for ants is exciting,  
but it’s important to pay attention 
to safety. 

In our environment there are dangerous things 
like wasps, leeches and mosquitoes. Ants could 
sting or bite you. You could also get hurt if you 
fall, slip, or trip on rocks or tree roots. 

Bring a family member or friend with you when 
you go ant hunting and follow our helpful tips:

Safe
Staying

Being responsible
Exploring our beautiful environment, we 
have a responsibility to be respectful and 
to look after our natural world. This means 
not littering (leaving rubbish behind), 
being careful not to crush plants or harm 
animals, and not disturbing animals.

have 
fun!

And last, but not least…

Look out for  
these warnings 

throughout the book

CAUTION: THESE ANTS MAY BITE YOU IF STARTLED!
2
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In this book, you�ll learn 
all about ants and how to 
recognise the di�erent ants 
that call the Wet Tropics  
their home. 

You�ll gain the knowledge  
and skills you need to  
become a junior 
myrmecologist (ant scientist)!

Hi, I’m Jules!

' 2024 Copyright Wet Tropics Management Authority

Welcome to

Ants
world of

The AMAZING

Are you ready?  

Join us & dive into 

our amazing world!

I�ve been passionate about insects, biodiversity, and all things 
nature for my whole life. Eventually, this interest led me to study 
ants at university. I now work for the Wet Tropics Management 
Authority in the Yellow Crazy Ant Eradication Program. 

I hope that in this book, every 
reader can �nd something 
new and fascinating that 
encourages them to look 

closer and connect more 
deeply with the extraordinary 

natural world we all share.

9 781763 618305>

ISBN 978-1-7636183-0-5
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