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Energy investment during the differentiation of sexuals and
workers in the Argentine ant Iridomyrmex humilis (Mayr)1

Luc Passera & Laurent Keller
2 Laboratoire d'Entomologie, Université Paul-Sabatier, 118 route de Narbonne, 31062 Toulouse
(France). U. A. no 333.
3 Musée Zoologique, Palais de Rumine, CP 448, 1000 Lausanne 17 (Switzerland).

The fresh weight, dry weight, fat content and energy content of larvae, pupae and adults were measured

in queens, males, and workers of Iridomyrmex humilis. The three forms display several differences

in their pattern of development. These differences can be partially explained by differences
between the forms, e. g. the development of reproductive organs in queens and the tasks performed by
the young workers.

In several studies, authors have assumed that the relative cost of mature winged queens and
males can be estimated by their dry weights. However the present results show that between the larval

stage and emergence there was a considerable weight loss which was not proportional in winged
queens and males. Furthermore, the energy content of individuals was not equal in the two sexes.
The extent to which these sources of errors affect the estimation of the relative cost of queens and
males is discussed.

INTRODUCTION

Two major questions concerning the biology of social insects are firstly, the
relative amount of available resources the society should invest in the production
of workers and sexuals and secondly, the relative amount of energy invested in
male or female sexuals.

The size of sexuals is almost always larger than workers (Brian, 1979), the
production of the former representing an important energy investment. For
instance in the ant Plagiolepispygmaea, the queen larvae receive up to 6 times more
food, weight for weight, than worker larvae (Bonavita-Cougourdan & Pas-

sera, 1978).
Because the production of sexuals represents a heavy energy investment

only mature societies are able to produce winged forms (Brian et al, 1967;
Markin étal, 1973; Oster &Wilson, 1978; Plateaux, 1980).

In ants, there have been several studies on the caloric content of males and

queens e.g. in Tetramorium caespitum (Peakin, 1972), Lasius flavus (Peakin,
1964, 1985; Peakin et al, 1985; Nielsen et al, 1985) and Lasius niger (Boomsma
& Isaaks, 1985). Little data is available concerning workers (Porter & Jorgen-
sen, 1981; Porter &Tschinkel, 1985; Mackay, 1985).

1 This paper is dedicated to Dr. Heinrich Kutter who was the first to report the presence of the
Argentine ant in Switzerland.
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The aim of this work was to study the energy content of the different stages
of the ant Iridomyrmex humilis - a typically polygynous species (see Keller,
1988) - from larvae to imago in workers, males, and queens. In addition this
paper presents data on the relative investment in male and female sexuals.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Selection of individuals

The larvae, pupae and imago were taken from stock colonies reared in the
laboratory under similar conditions to those described in Passera et al (1987).

Larvae: in order to compare worker, queen and male larvae, we selected
large larvae in the final instar. At this stage it is easy to separate them according
to sex and caste. Worker larvae are brightly coloured and the size ranges from 1.4

to 1.8 mm. Male larvae have the same shape and colour but are larger
(2.0—2.5mm in length). Queen larvae are on the contrary matt in colour and
greater in length than either workers or males (2.7—3.5 mm). All of these larvae
were near the prepupal stage.

Prepupae: it is easy to separate worker, male and queen prepupae according
to their size. Since the prepupal stage is very short (about 4 days for workers at
28°C), prepupae were chosen at random.

Pupae: they were selected in the dark eye condition, almost in the middle of
their pupal stage.

Imagos at the time of emergence: cultures with pupae were monitored every
morning so the newly emerged imagos taken from these units were less than 1 day
old.

Imagos at the time ofmating: In /. humilis there is no nuptial flight and mating
occurs within the nest (Newell & Barber, 1913). After emergence, queens were
individually transferred into units with males and several hundred workers. After
mating, queens rapidly loose their wings. Every morning the units were
monitored. Hence 10 newly mated queens which had dealated within the previous 24
hours were collected.

Old imagos: Queens were taken from a stock colony reared in the laboratory
since May 1985. So at the time of the experiment (June 1986), they were at least
1 year old.The males which emerged in the laboratory were at least 2 months old.
Workers were chosen at random from a mature society.

Experimental procedure

Samples of individuals were sorted and subjected to the following experimental

procedure, according to Peakin (1972).
- Individuals were weighed (fresh weight) using an electronic microbalance

(Mettler ME 30, accurate to +/-1 fig) ;

- Specimens were killed with ethyl acetate vapour;
- They were dried for 24 hours at 70 °C and re-weighed (dry weight);
- Fat was extracted over 24 hours using petroleum ether (boiling point

40-60°C) in a Soxhlet apparatus;
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Mean fresh Mean dry Mean fat Fat as a Energy conCaloric val. Caloric val.
N weight (ug) weight weight percentage tent J per (KO per g) (KO per g)

(pg) (ug) of dry weight individual fresh weight dry wei qht

QUEENS

Fully grown larvae 4406 ± 312 1210 ± 95 300 ± 31 25.62 ± 2.56 28.93 t 2.17 6.58 ± 0.24 24.08 ± 0.52
Prepupae 3942 ì 94 1157 + 33 269 ± 17 23.05 ± 1.27 27.29 ± 0.83 6.92 i 0.13 23.58 ± 0.27
Pupae 3977 j 70 975 + 15 195 ± 15 19.84 ± 1.26 22.14 ± 0.59 5.57 t 0.15 22.72 ± 0.32
Cal lows 2769 ± 69 680 ± 21 82 ± 11 11.87 ± 1.20 14.45 ± 0.58 5.22 ± 0.17 21.10 ± 0.23
Queens at the time of mating 3032 ± 81 1076 ± 54 275 ± 36 24.66 t 2.0 25.90 ±1.74 8.46 ± 0.36 23.88 ± 0.41
Old mated queens 3393 ± 130 1177 ± 68 405 ± 42 33.85 ±1.50 30.47 ± 2.12 8.91 ± 0.31 25.77 ± 0.31

MALES

Fully grown larvae 50 1931 ± 36 609 ± 13 151 ± 5 25.01 ± 0.34 14.54 ± 0.33 7.53 ± 0.05 23.92 ± 0.08
Prepupae 50 1936 ± 44 586 ± 13 121 ± 5 20.63 ± 0.51 13.51 ± 0.33 6.98 ± 0.05 23.06 ± 0.09
Pupae 65 1813 ± 69 502 ± 22 121 ± 6 24.05 ± 0.59 11.93 ± 0.52 6.57 ± 0.09 23.77 ± 0.11
Cal lows 49 1404 ± 50 410 + 7 55 ± 3 13.65 t 0.82 8.68 ± 0.12 6.24 ± 0.20 21.66 ± 0.19
Old males 75 1398 ± 31 4*17 ± 4 36 t 2 8.55 ± 0.42 8.58 ± 0.09 6.18 ± 0.13 20.64 ± 0.09

WORKERS

Fully grown larvae 50 620 ± 3 194 ± 4 49 ï 1 24.84 ± 0.65 4.65 ± 0.09 7.51 ± 0.08 23.96 ± 0.14
Prepupae 100 635 ± 10 164 ± 6 39 ± 4 23.73 ± 1.85 3.89 ± 0.13 7.25 ± 0.18 23.68 ± 0.54
Pupae 100 509 * 12 138 ± 6 38 ± 4 29.64 ± 1.84 3.38 ± 0.18 6.61 ± 0.21 24.37 ± 0.37
Callows 70 424 ± 10 130 ± 2 31 ± 1 23.51 ± 0.63 3.08 ± 0.06 7.27 ± 0.08 23.66 ± 0.13
Old workers 900 410 ì 5 119 ± 1 17 ± 1 14.54 ± 0. 77 2.60 ± 0.03 6.34 ± 0.11 21.79 ± 0.16

Tab. 1. Variation in body composition and energy content during the course of development in queens, males and workers of the Argentine Ant.



- After re-drying for 24 hours the extracted individuals were weighed again in
order to obtain the lean weight and the fat content by difference;

- The caloric value was calculated from the data on the assumption that 1 g of fat
is equivalent to 39.33 KJ and the lean dry material (carbohydrates + proteins)
has a caloric value of 18.83 KJ per g (Peakin, 1972; Baroni-Urbani et al,
1978).

For each treatment the number of specimens was as follows:

Workers:
- larvae: each sample contained 5 individuals; 10 replicates;
- prepupae and pupae: each sample contained 10 individuals; 10 replicates;
- young imagos: each sample contained 7 individuals; 10 replicates;
- old imagos; each sample contained 100 individuals; 9 replicates.

MEAN DRY WEIGHT (ug)
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Fig. 1. Mean dry weight (pg) of queens, males and workers. FGL Full grown larvae; PP

Prepupae; P Pupae; IE Imagos at the time of emergence; IM Imagos at the time of mating; OI
Old imagos. Means followed by different lower case letters are significantly different (P< 0.05, Duncan's

Multiple Range Test). Bars were drawn when they were large enough to be visible ± 1 SE
about mean.
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Queens:

- each sample contained 1 individual; 10 replicates for each stage.

Males:

- larvae and prepupae: each sample contained 5 individuals; 10 replicates;
- pupae: each sample contained 5 or 10 individuals; 10 replicates;
- young imagos: each sample contained 5 indiviuals; 10 replicates;
- old imagos: each sample contained 5 individuals; 15 replicates.

RESULTS

The data are pooled and summarized in Tab. 1.

Dry weight

Fig. 1 shows that between the stage of the fully grown larva and emergence,
the dry weight of the three forms (queens, males and workers) decreased. This is
because pupae do not receive any food. At the fully grown larval stage, queens
were twice the weight of males an 6.2 times heavier than workers. At the time of
emergence these ratios were 7.7 and 5.2, respectively, so more waste material
appears to be extruded in the meconium in queens than in males or workers.

FAT AS A PERCENTAGE OF DRY WEIGHT
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Fig. 2. Fat as a percentage of dry weight; for symbols see Fig. 1
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After emergence the weight of the queens increased greatly whereas male
dry weight increased only slightly and worker dry weight decreased slightly. At
the time of old imagos queens were 2.8 times heavier than males and 9.9 times
heavier than workers.

Fat content

The fat content of individuals is a good measure of energy reserve (Peakin,
1972; Nielsen et al, 1985). Fig.2 shows that at the end of the larval stage,
queens, males and workers had a similar ratio of fat/dry weight, 25.6%, 25.0%
and 24.8% respectively. This ratio slightly decreased in the prepupal stage for the
three forms.

In the pupal stage the ratio fat/dry weight decreased in queens, whereas it
increased in males and workers. At this time, the ratio was significantly higher in
workers than in males and queens.

Between the pupal stage and the callows, the ratio fat/dry weight decreased
in all three forms. Queens and males had a similar ratio of ca. 12% fat, whereas
workers had a ratio twice this value.

After emergence the ratio of fat to dry weight decreased further in males
and workers, whereas it strongly increased in queens.
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Fig. 3. Caloric value (KJ per g dry weight); for symbols see Fig. 1.
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Energy content per g

The curves of energy content per g in the three forms have exactly the same
pattern as the curves of fat/dry weight ratio (Fig. 3). This is because the energy
content/g is directly dependent on the relative content of fat which contains more
energy per g than proteins and carbohydrates.

Energy content per individual

Energy content per individual (Fig. 4) is equal to the dry weight x the
energy content/g of the individuals. Since the dry weight of the animal varies
more during the development of the individuals than the energy content/g, the

254



2 5-

15-

ENERGY CONTENT
PER INDIVIDUAL (J)

a<

br.

a ii

queens

at

at
b

males

co... workers

—i 1 1 1 r-
FLG PP P IE IM
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variations of energy content of all stages of the three forms follow a similar
pattern as the variation of their dry weight.

DISCUSSION

The three forms (queens, males, workers) display some differences in their
development. Between the fully grown larval stage and the time of emergence,
queens loose 43.8% of their dry weight, whereas males and workers loose only
35% and 33% respectively. Between the prepupal and pupal stage there is a striking

difference in fat content: the ratio of fat/dry weight increases for males and
workers, whereas it decreases for queens. A reasonable explanation for this is

that fat is metabolized by queens in order to provide energy for building the
reproductive organs.

Workers

Workers have the highest fat content at the time of emergence. It is likely
that these reserves, stored before emergence, allow the callows to act quickly as

nurses, or perform other domestic functions. It is well known that the interior
ants which are younger than the foragers are also better at laying eggs. Fat body
is involved in the synthesis of vitellogenins, the major component of the yolk
proteins and thus favours vitellogenesis (Kunkel & Nordin, 1985). Similar differences

in fat content between young workers and old workers have also been
reported in other ant species. In Messor sancta fat constitutes 14% of the dry weight
of young interior workers whereas it constitutes only 7% of the dry weight of old
foragers (Passera, unpublished data). In Pogonomyrmex owyheei (Porter &
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Iorgensen, 1981) and in Psubnitidus and in P. rugosus (Mackay, 1985) interior
workers were also found to have a higher ratio fat/dry weight than exterior workers.

Queens

The ratio of fat/dry weight of queens of /. humilis decreased between the
pupal stage and the emergence (20% and 12% respectively). In Tetramorium
caespitum, the ratio fat/dry weight is slightly higher at the pupal stage and at the
emergence (27% and 28% respectively) (Peakin, 1972). In Lasius flavus, the
amount of fat was also higher at the time of emergence (22%) (Nielsen et al,
1985). In mature queens, the difference is still more striking with a 51% ratio in
T caespitum, a 60% ratio in L. flavus, whereas this ratio is only 25% in /. humilis.
The first explanation should be phylogenetic differences since I. humilis is a

Dolichoderine, Lasius a Formicine and Tetramorium a Myrmicine. Without do
denying possible physiological parameters according to the subfamily we prefer the
following hypothesis: this difference in the accumulation of fat probably results
from the different mode of colony founding that these species display (see Keller

& Passera; 1987). L.flavus and Tcaespitum are monogynous species and
have an independent mode of colony founding: queens found new colonies without

the help of workers and store a high amount of energy in order to feed the
larvae. In contrast, /. humilis is a polygynous species and has a dependant mode of
colony founding: the foundation of new colonies occurs by budding, a process in
which one or several queens move out of the nest, accompanied by workers and
establish a new colony. Therefore, queens do not need to accumulate a high
amount of fat reserves.

Males

In I. humilis, the ratio of fat/dry weight is 24%, 14% and 9% for pupae,
imago at the time of emergence and old adults, respectively.These values are very
similar to those found in T. caespitum (29%, 14% and 9% respectively) (Peakin,
1972). In L. niger, the energy content of male pupae and adults is 23 J/mg and 18 J/

mg respectively (Boomsma & Isaaks; 1985) which is slightly lower than in the
Argentine ant (241/mg for pupae and 21 J/mg for old males). However, these
differences may have resulted from the different methods used for calculating the

energy content in these species (see Boomsma & Isaaks, 1985).
This comparison of out data with the Tetramorium and Lasius species shows

that unlike the case with queens, there is no important difference in the physiological

development of males between Tetramorium or Lasius species and the
Argentine ant. This suggests that the difference between the fat contents of queens
of /. humilis and those of T. caespitum and L. niger is due more to the differences in
the mode of colony founding than phylogenetic differences.

Relative cost ofsexuals and workers in ants

Trivers & Hare (1976) proposed that in social Hymenoptera, a queen and
her daughter workers can be in conflict over the relative amount invested in both
sexes. Their arguments were based on kin selection (Hamilton, 1964a, b) and
Fischer (1958) sex ratio theories.These genetical theories were further extended
by several authors (Oster et al, 1977; Oster & Wilson, 1978; Charnov, 1978;
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Macnair, 1978; Benford, 1978; Craig, 1980; Bulmer, 1981,1983; Iwasa, 1981;

Orlove, 1981; Pamilo, 1981), but criticisms have been raised by Alexander &
Sherman (1977) who argued that local mate competition is a more harmonious
explanation for the asymmetrical sexual investment in many social insects. Several

studies have attempted to test both theories (see Nonacs, 1986). However,
since little data is available on the energy content of males and females, it is

generally assumed that the relative energy content of queens and males is equal to
their ratio of dry weight. However, this estimation presents several sources of
errors:

- Firstly, it does not take into account the cost of respiration (Jensen 1978).
Since the specific metabolic rate of larvae, pupae and adults is generally higher
for males than for queens, the relative cost of males is therefore underestimated
(Mackay, 1985; B00MSMA& Isaaks, 1985).The ratio of metabolic rate for males/

queens is proportional to that of sexual dimorphism. It may range between 1.15

to 1.6 according to the species (Boomsma & Isaaks, 1985).

- Secondly, since queen dry weight increases between the time of
emergence and the time of mating, the relative cost of queens should be calculated
exclusively with mature winged queens. The increase of dry weight amounts to
146% in the Argentine ant and may reach almost 400% in other ant species
(Boomsma & Isaaks, 1985; Nielsen et al, 1985). From this it is clear that if the
relative cost of queens is estimated from immature winged queens, it can be

greatly underestimated.
Worker and male dry weights change only slightly after emergence: males

are 4% heavier and workers 8% lighter several weeks after emergence. Since the
physiology of males changes only slightly with age (Tab. 1), their physiological
status is approximately identical at the time of mating and when they are old. The
data recorded on old males can thus be used to estimate their relative cost. Since
workers act as nurses soon after emergence, they can be considered as functional
at the time of emergence and their relative cost can be estimated with the data
obtained at this time.

-Thirdly, the assumption that the energetic cost of mature winged queens
and males is proportional to their dry weight is incorrect. There is an important
loss of dry weight (LDW) between the fully grown larval stage and emergence
(Tab. 1). Therefore, LDW should be added to the final dry weight of queens,
males and workers in order to estimate their relative cost. Tab. 1 shows that LDW
amounts to 78% of queen dry weight at the time of emergence, whereas it
amounts to only 52% and 49% of male and worker dry weight, respectively.
When LDWis expressed as a function of the dry weight of mature winged queens
and mature males of /. humilis, the values are 49% and 50% respectively. Since
the dry weight of mature winged queens, mature males and workers at the time
of emergence are used for estimating the relative cost of the three forms and,
because LDW amounts to ca. 50% of these three values, the correction of the dry
weight of the three forms with the LDWwill not influence their ratio in this
species. However, for other ant species LDW may not always be proportional to the
dry weight of mature individuals. This may be particularly true for ant species
with a similar mode of colony founding as L. niger and L. flavus, in which queen
weight increases ca. 400% between emergence and the time of the mating
(Boomsma & Isaaks, 1985; Nielsen et al, 1985), whereas it increases only 146%
in the Argentine ant. Hence if one assumes that LDW also amounts to 78% of the
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queen dry weight at the time of emergence it will represent only 22% of the dry
weight of mature winged queens.

Thus for these species, LDW amounts to 20% of the dry weight of mature
winged queens, whereas it amounts to 50% of the weight of mature males and
workers. Consequently the estimation of the relative cost of queens by the ratio
of the dry weight of mature individuals may be overestimated by as much as 25%,
and possibly more in other species.

- Finally, the assumption that the energetic cost of one individual is proportional

to its dry weight is not true since not all individuals have the same physiological

composition. For instance, Tab. 1 shows that mature winged queens have a
higher specific energy content than old males. This difference in the relative
energy content is due to the higher relative amount of fat in queens. Therefore,
the amount of the total energy content of individuals gives a better estimation of
their relative energetic cost. In the Argentine ant, the use of dry weight instead
of the energetic content underestimates the relative cost of queens by 14%. In
species with an independent mode of colony founding, in which the amount of fat
may reach 51% of the dry weight in mature queens (Peakin 1972), the error may
be still higher (ca. 30%).

Relative cost ofsexuals and workers in the Argentine ant

As discussed above, a better estimation of the relative cost of queens, males
and workers is given by the energy content of mature individuals, plus the loss of
energy between the fully grown larval stage and emergence. Since the three
forms were selected when they were mature, the only source of error is the difference

between the relative respiration rate between queens, males and workers.
The difference between specific metabolic rate of queens and males is proportional

to the sexual dimorphism (1.15 to 1.60 times higher in males than in
queens, Boomsma & Isaaks, 1985). Since in the Argentine ant, as in most other
polygynous ant species sexual dimorphism is small (Bernard, 1952, a lower
specific respiratory rate of 1.35 in queens than in males seems a reasonable approximation.

With such a pattern, the relative cost of males should be increased by
15—20% .Thus the relative cost of a mature queen can be estimated to amount to
2.3—2.5 times the cost of a mature male. Since no data exists on the specific
respiratory rate of worker larvae, it is not possible to estimate their relative cost of
respiration. However, because of their small size, workers probably have a
specific respiratory rate which is closer to that of males than to queens. By using a
similar specific respiratory rate for males and workers the relative cost of queens/
workers and males/workers can be estimated at ca. 7.5 and 3.1, respectively.
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RESUME

Le poids frais, le poids sec, le pourcentage de corps gras et le contenu énergétique des larves,
nymphes et adultes ont été mesurés chez les reines, les mâles et les ouvrières de la fourmi dArgen-
tine.
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Ces trois formes montrent plusieurs différences dans leur développement. Ces différences
s'expliquent en partie par des variations spécifiques comme par exemple l'édification des organes de
la reproduction chez les reines ou les tâches accomplies après l'émergence par les ouvrières.

Dans différents travaux, plusieurs auteurs ont postulé que le coût relatif de l'investissement
pour obtenir des reines et des mâles aptes à la fécondation peut être estimé à partir du calcul de leur
poids sec. Mais notre travail montre qu'entre la larve du dernier stade et l'émergence il y a une sévère

perte de poids qui n'est pas proportionnelle chez les reines et chez les mâles. De plus le contenu
énergétique spécifique n'est pas égal dans les deux sexes. L'importance de ces sources d'erreurs dans
l'estimation du coût de l'investissement pour fabriquer les reines et les mâles est discutée.
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