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Wasmannia auropunctata (Roger) (Hymenoptera: Formicidae), a destructive
tramp-ant, in wildlife refuges of Gabon
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Tramp-ant species associate with humans and are
dispersed by human commerce. They spread
across the world concealed in plant products,
packaging material, building supplies and heavy
machinery such as logging and military equipment (Passera 1994; Wetterer 1998). Several
tramp-ant species are known to have dramatic
ecological impacts (e.g. Porter & Savignano 1990;
Cole et al. 1992; Reimer 1994; Haines et al. 1994;
Human & Gordon 1997). When these ants invade,
they exterminate indigenous invertebrate fauna
and transform the biological community (Bond &
Slingsby 1984). One destructive tramp-ant species
that has invaded Africa is the Argentine ant,
Linepithema humile (Mayr). Linepithema humile,
indigenous to South America, now occurs in South
Africa where it has had far-ranging impacts on
other species (Hattingh 1945; Anderson et al. 1983;
Bond & Slingsby 1984; Visser et al. 1996). Here, we
report the presence of a highly destructive
tramp-ant, Wasmannia auropunctata (Roger) (little
red fire ant) in wildlife refuges in Gabon, West
Africa.
Wasmannia auropunctata is indigenous to the
Neotropical Region and is widespread throughout South and Central America and the Caribbean
(Kempf 1972; Brandão 1991). During the past
century, W. auropunctata has invaded surrounding
areas, including Florida, Bermuda and the
Galapagos Islands (Wheeler 1929; Smith 1929;
Silberglied 1972; Hilburn et al. 1990). In addition,
W. auropunctata has become established in several
Pacific island groups, including Wallis and Futuna,
New Caledonia, the Solomon Islands (Fabres &
Brown 1978; Jourdan 1997; Wetterer 1997) and,
most recently, Vanuatu (G. Rapp, pers. comm.)
and Hawaii (N. Reimer, pers. comm.). It is also a
greenhouse pest in temperate regions, such as
England and Canada (Wheeler 1929; Ayre 1977).
We know of only two previous records of W.
auropunctata in Africa. Santschi (1914) recorded W.
auropunctata from Libreville, Gabon (00.20N
09.30E), an identification confirmed by Wheeler

(1922). Subsequently, Bruneau de Miré (1969)
reported W. auropunctata from the coastal region of
Cameroon near Kribi (02.50N 09.50E) about
280 km north of Libreville. In this area, growers of
cacao (Theobroma cacao) intentionally transport
W. auropunctata colonies between plantations as a
biological control agent of certain insect pests,
particularly Miridae (Hemiptera). Bruneau de
Miré (1969) found that in areas with W. auropunctata, populations of other insects were reduced,
except for plant-feeding bugs (Homoptera) such
as aphids, scale insects and mealybugs. The ants
feed on honeydew, the sugary excretion produced
by Homoptera and, in turn, protect the homopterans from attack by predators and parasites. A
table in Fowler et al. (1994) indicated that W.
auropunctata had also been recorded from the
Congo, but the cited reference, Van der Meer
Mohr (1927), contained no such report.
Biologists on the Station d’Études des Gorillas et
Chimpanzés in the Lopé Reserve, central Gabon
(00.10S, 11.40E) about 250 km southeast of
Libreville, first noted the sting of a small red ‘fire
ant’ in 1984 when the station was established.
They assumed that the ant was an indigenous
species (C. Tutin, pers. comm.). In December 1997,
however, we collected specimens in Lopé, which
S. Cover of Harvard University identified as
W. auropunctata. A local inhabitant of Lopé, who
worked for the first logger to exploit the region,
claimed that W. auropunctata was unknown in the
area before 1965 when logging commenced. At
that time, there were no roads into the area. He
maintained that the ants arrived in the packaging
of food flown in from Booué and Libreville for the
forestry workers.
In March 1998, we found W. auropunctata in Petit
Loango Reserve on Gabon’s southwest coast
(02.40S 10.00E) about 350 km south of Libreville.
We observed that one section of this Wasmanniainfested zone was at least 1.5 km wide, and
accounts from local villagers suggested that it
could have extended for 10 km or more. Villagers
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in this region reported that they intentionally
transported W. auropunctata between plantations
for pest control, although the crop being protected
was maize (Zea mays), not cacao as in Cameroon.
Most recently, in April 1999, E.J. Wickings (pers.
comm.) collected W. auropunctata in her home at
the Centre International de Recherches Medicales, Franceville (CIRMF), in southeastern Gabon
(01.40S 13.30E) 500 km southeast of Libreville.
The region encompassing all known localities of
W. auropunctata in Africa extends for more than
600 km along the western coastline and at least
400 km inland. This wide distribution of
W. auropunctata is alarming because of the destructive potential of this ant. In areas where it invades,
W. auropunctata can be a significant agricultural
pest, both through stinging agricultural workers
and through enhancing populations of Homoptera (Spencer 1941). Homopterans cause damage
both through sapping plants of nutrients and by
increasing the occurrence of diseases, including
viral and fungal infections. In addition, W.
auropunctata has direct negative impacts on indigenous invertebrates and vertebrates. For example,
in parts of the Galapagos where it has invaded,
W. auropunctata has been implicated in the disappearance of much of the native arthropod fauna
(Silberglied 1972; Clark et al. 1982; Lubin 1984). On
western Pacific islands, its impact on the local
fauna has been similarly destructive (Fabres &
Brown 1978; Jourdan 1997; Wetterer 1997).
Solomon Islanders report that their dogs (Canis
domesticus) are gradually blinded by the ants’
venom and rarely live more than five years
(Wetterer 1997).
We have anecdotal evidence that should be
investigated further, of similar impacts on vertebrates in Gabon. House cats (Felis catus) at Lopé
often have W. auropunctata in their fur, and several
cats developed corneal clouding and blindness. W.
Karesh, field veterinarian for Wildlife Conservation Society, found the cats’ symptoms consistent
with trauma, and not through communicable disease. The same symptoms developed in several
cats in Franceville shortly after W. auropunctata was
first observed
Many exotic arthropod species have invaded

Africa (e.g. Braack et al. 1995). The threat of W. auropunctata in Gabon, however, is particularly significant because the country has great conservation
potential. Among the counties of sub-Saharan
Africa, Gabon has the highest per capita income
(from large mineral and oil reserves) and one of
the lowest population densities, and still has large
natural tracts of virtually uninhabited territory.
Gabonese forests, which cover 22 million hectares
(85 % of the country), sustain perhaps the highest
density of large mammals of any forest in Africa
(White 1994).
The arrival, impact, and ecology of W. auropunctata in Gabon appears to have been noted by
Albert Schweitzer shortly after he arrived in
Lambaréné, Gabon (00.40S 10.10E), 150 km southeast of Libreville in 1913. Schweitzer (1931) wrote
(in a chapter dated January to June, 1914): ‘One of
the worst species of ants which we have here, the
sangunagenta, is also an importation, having
come over in cases of goods brought from South
America’. Schweitzer (1951) adds that this ant ‘is
now domesticated’. Although it is not certain to
which ant species Schweitzer referred, W. auropunctata seems to be the only likely candidate. At
present, Gabonese people commonly refer to
W. auropunctata as ‘tsangonawenda’ (L.J.T. White,
unpubl.), which appears to be close to ‘sangunagenta’.
We propose that immediate surveys be made to
document the distribution and ecological impact
of W. auropunctata in Gabon, Equatorial Guinea,
Cameroon, Congo, and neighboring parts of West
Africa. Investigators should also evaluate how this
ant is being spread and how it may be controlled.
Wasmannia auropunctata poses a significant threat
to the indigenous invertebrates and vertebrates of
this region.
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