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A preliminary study of nest structure and composition of the
weaver ant Polyrhachis (Cyrtomyrma) delecta (Hymenoptera:
Formicidae)
C. Tranter and W. O. H Hughes

School of Life Sciences, University of Sussex, Brighton, UK

ABSTRACT
Polyrhachis weaver ants build their nests from vegetation bound
together using silk produced by their larvae. Here we provide a
pilot study of the composition and the physical structure of three
arboreal silk nests of Polyrhachis (Cyrtomyrma) delecta based on
examination of three colonies. We found broadly similar nest
architecture and size of the nests with each containing six or
seven identifiable chambers, and describe the distribution of
ants of different castes and life stages between them. We also
note the construction of silk ‘girder’ structures, which spanned
larger chambers, and we hypothesize that these provide addi-
tional strength to the internal nest structure. This study highlights
the importance of more detailed investigation of the internal nest
structure and composition in Polyrhachis, and other weaver ant
species, which will help to develop our understanding of this
specialized form of nest construction and nesting habits in a
diverse group of ants.
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Introduction

The ability of social insects to locate suitable nesting sites and, through manipulation of
the environment, to construct often highly complex nests is key to the success of the
colony and of social insects in general (Hölldobler and Wilson 1990). In ants, nests can
range in size and complexity from the vast underground networks of Atta leaf-cutting
ants, to a whole colony of Temnothorax contained within a single acorn (Hölldobler and
Wilson 1990). The nesting habits of organisms are an important factor in their life history
and a powerful driver of their morphology and ecology (Jeanne 1975; Mikheyev and
Tschinkel 2004). The architecture of the nests themselves is believed to be key in the
evolution of division of labour, which has contributed to the ecological success of ant
societies (Hölldobler and Wilson 1990). The internal structure of a nest and the internal
arrangement of ants and the brood within it can potentially also have important
implications for the spread of infectious diseases within colonies (Schmid-Hempel
1998; Naug and Camazine 2002). Social insects may be particularly vulnerable to para-
sites because of the very high population densities, homeostatic environmental
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conditions and low genetic diversity within colonies, which contribute to an increased
risk of parasite transmission. In leaf-cutting ants, waste management tasks are parti-
tioned spatially and between castes, which helps to isolate the main colony from the
increased risk of contamination (Bot et al. 2001; Waddington and Hughes 2010).
Similarly, compartmentalization between chambers within the nest may help to prevent
transmission of parasites to vulnerable aspects of the colony such as the queen or brood
(Pie et al. 2004; Boomsma et al. 2005).

Polyrhachis Fr. Smith is a diverse genus of ants within the subfamily Formicinae with
over 600 species widely distributed across Africa, Asia and Australasia. Commonly
termed ‘weaver ants’, many species form arboreal nests constructed from vegetation
bound together with silk produced by their larvae, but may vary widely from species
with subterranean nests formed from intertidal mangrove mud to lignicolous and
lithocolous species (Robson and Kohout 2007). There is also an extreme range of colony
sizes and compositions from very small colonies with just a few tens of individuals,
through to colonies with almost a million workers (Liefke et al. 1998; Dornhaus et al.
2012). Colonies tend to be polydomous, and in some species may also be polygynous
with multiple de-alate queens within a nest (Liefke et al. 1998; van Zweden et al. 2007).
Like other formicines, weaver ants produce acidic venom from their venom gland, which
they can use to disinfect themselves and their brood (Graystock and Hughes 2011;
Tragust et al. 2013; Tranter et al. 2014). Additionally, Polyrhachis and Oecophylla weaver
ants use this venom to maintain acidic conditions of their nest silk (Tranter et al. 2014;
Tranter and Hughes 2015). The general nesting habits of these ants have been well
documented (Kohout 2000, 2012; Robson et al. 2015) and were recently set into a
phylogenetic framework, broadly describing patterns of weaving behaviour and basic
nest composition (Robson and Kohout 2005, 2007). There has been a comprehensive
study of the unusual nesting habits of the estuarine species Polyrhachis (Chariomyrma)
sokolova, as well as brief details of mainly external nest architecture, and records of
colony composition for a few other Polyrhachis species (Nielsen 1997; Jinfu and Jue
1996; Liefke et al. 1998; Downes 2015), However, detailed observation of the finer scale
structure and colony composition of Polyrhachis nests is less well documented, espe-
cially considering the large number of species in the genus and the diversity of nesting
habits. Here we provide some preliminary information on this from three nests of the
arboreal and silk weaving species of the Australian weaver ant Polyrhachis (Cyrtomyrma)
delecta.

Material and methods

Ants were identified using keys available in Kohout (2006). Three nests of P. delecta were
collected from around Centenary Lakes (16.902°S, 145.749°E), Cairns, QLD, Australia in
July 2014. The nests were externally formed from interwoven leaves hanging in vegeta-
tion approximately 1.5 m above ground and were suspended at a single point. At each
site the nests collected were the only nests visible in the vicinity. Nests 2 and 3 were
approximately 20 m apart, and Nest 1 was located about 40 m from either of the other
nests; none of the nests was therefore found on the same plant as the others. Nests were
measured externally about three axes to give a height, breadth, width measurement
using a 30-cm ruler. Nests were all approximately ellipsoid in shape and estimated
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volumes were calculated using the formula V = 4/3πabc, where a = ½height,
b = ½breadth, c = ½width. The whole nest was collected by cutting the branch above
the nest and gently releasing the nest into a plastic container. Returning worker ants
were collected individually for a period of 15 min after collection of the nest and stored
separately in 95% ethanol. This collection method resulted in minimal disturbance of the
ants. The nest was then left for 6 h during which time the few ants that had emerged
during collection returned to within the nest. The whole nest was then rapidly chilled by
placing it in the freezer at − 20°C, and kept there for 3 h. The nest was then removed
from the freezer, measured externally, and carefully dissected. The position and size of
chambers within the nest were recorded, and their contents – queens, gynes (alate
queens), males, workers and brood – were collected in ethanol for later counting under
a stereomicroscope. Although every effort was made to minimize disturbance of the
nest before dissection it was not possible to determine the extent to which ants within
the nest may have repositioned during procedures. Therefore any positional data of
castes within the nest should be treated cautiously. Polyrhachis delecta larvae do not
spin larval cocoons, the loss of which is thought to be restricted to the Cyrtomyrma and
Myrmatopa subgenera, and pupae are exposed within the nest (Robson and Kohout
2007; Robson et al. 2015). Downes (2015) reported that it is possible to discriminate
between incipient workers and incipient sexuals in the closely related Polyrhachis
australis using the presence of wing buds on exposed pupae, but we were not able to
reliably do so here for P. delecta. After removal with soft forceps of all ants and brood,
the internal nest structure was recorded with sketches and photographs (Canon 7D and
Canon MPE-65 mm or 100 mm f/2.8 macro) as the dissection progressed. Samples are
stored at the University of Sussex, UK.

Results

Nests 1 and 2 were similar in their external structure, dimensions and construction,
whereas Nest 3 was larger and more spherical in shape (Table 1). All three nests were
formed from five or fewer leaves at the terminus of a hanging branch, with the leaves
slightly folded and woven together with silk and carton material, and in some cases
(c. 20%) split along veins (Figure 2C). All nests had one entrance located at the bottom
of the nest. Internally, nests were composed of one or two large chambers, usually
formed as one whole section between two leaves, and a number of smaller chambers
towards the periphery (Figure 1). These chambers were lined with silk sheets, which
varied in thickness from so thin as to be almost transparent to the approximate
thickness of standard 75 gsm copy paper (100 µm). Three of the larger chambers
possessed cylindrical protuberances, which we term here ‘girders’. These girders
emerged from the inner wall and spanned the chamber, and were formed from tightly
layered silk (Figure 2A,B). A single large girder was present in Chamber 4 of Nests 1 and
2 and a smaller girder was also observed spanning the walls of Chamber 2 in Nest 2.
Nests 1 and 2 contained similar numbers of workers, alate queens and brood (Table 2;
Figure 2D,E). Nest 3 however had fewer workers and brood, no de-alate queens and very
few alate queens present, unlike the other two nests. There were some similarities
between the three nests in the locations in which most of each of the castes were
found (Figures 1 and 3). This was most evident between Nests 1 and 2, which shared a
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more similar physical structure. The de-alate queen in Nests 1 and 2 was located in the
largest chamber of the nest, which also contained a large number of eggs and small
larvae. The males tended to be located in chambers towards the nest’s middle. Workers
were found in all chambers throughout the nest but there was some indication that they
may be more concentrated in chambers adjacent to nest entrances, and those chambers
towards the top of the nest (Table 2). These uppermost chambers also contained large
numbers of alate queens and larger larvae.

Discussion

We present here the first observations and descriptive data on the structure and
composition of three nests of the weaver ant P. delecta. There was evidence of segrega-
tion of castes within the various chambers in the nest and similarities in their spatial
position between nests. We also noted the inclusion of tightly wrapped sections of silk,
that we term here ‘girders’, which horizontally spanned a number of the larger cham-
bers. These girders were extremely rigid compared with the rest of the nest construction
and we hypothesize that they function to provide internal support to stop the lateral
compression and collapse of inner chambers and the nest as a whole.

Many ant colonies undergo seasonal variation in their size and composition, which is
often best seen in the different rates of caste production (i.e. workers versus sexuals) or
the season in which brood may tend to be produced. Downes (2015) demonstrated
seasonal fluctuations in the colony composition of P. australis. In that study, alate queens
and alate queen pupae were mostly present only from July to December. In our study,
conducted in July, we also found the presence of alate queens in quite high numbers. In
addition, we found generally similar nest sizes to Downes (2015), with the exception of
males, which were more numerous in the colonies in our study. Compared with other

Table 1. Information on external and internal colony structure of three nests of
Polyrachis delecta.

Nest

External dimensions Internal chamber details

(height × width × depth) Count (n) Chamber Volume (%)

1. Formed of three leaves 6 1 10
2 20

140 × 70 × 65 mm 3 10
volume: 333.53 cm3 4 44

5 10
6 5

2. Formed of five leaves 7 1 10
2 20

135 × 75 × 60 mm 3 5
volume: 318.09 cm3 4 35

5 10
6 10
7 10

3. Formed of three leaves 6 1 10
2 20

110 × 85 × 80 mm 3 25
volume: 391.65 cm3 4 25

5 10
6 10

Numbering detailed in Figure 1. Approximate volumes are calculated from dimensions.
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Polyrhachis species these nest populations are small overall for the genus, many species
of which have thousands of workers, but are more representative of species within the
Cyrtomyrma subgenus as a whole (Dorow et al. 1990; Dorow 1995; Glaser 1997; Liefke
et al. 1998). In this study we estimated that the proportion of foragers constituted
around 5–18% of the total worker force, although returning foragers were only collected
for 15 min after nest collection. In Odontomachus brunneus the foraging population
found outside the nest was estimated to be 77% of the total workforce (Hart & Tschinkel
2012), much higher than we estimated here, but in general it is unknown quite how the
proportions of foragers varies depending on ant species or overall colony size (Tschinkel
1999) .

As the size of nests and number of chambers increases, the chance of a complete
mixing of colony members decreases and so larger nests may promote colony complex-
ity through task differentiation or protection against disease through compartmentaliza-
tion (Sendova-Franks and Franks 1995; Naug and Camazine 2002; Naug 2008; Konrad

Figure 1. Lateral view schematic illustrations of the internal chamber arrangement of three nests of
Polyrhachis delecta weaver ants. Chambers are labelled 1–7. Nests were suspended from vegetation
at the top and thick black lines show the core arrangement of leaves, which were divided into
chambers through construction with larval silk (thin lines). Sections with wavy outlines in grey on
the outer surface of the nest indicate areas constructed from carton. Internal structures with dashed
lines indicate the position of internal ‘girders’. Nest openings are portrayed oriented towards the
lower right of each nest.
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et al. 2012). In this study there were indications of some degree of compartmentalization
of nest components to different chambers within the nest, although the potential for
relocation of ants between collection and dissection, and the fact that the study was
limited to only three nests means that these data must be treated cautiously. As with
other social insect nests (Kugler and del Hincapie 1983; Longino 1991; Ito et al. 1994;
Baracchi and Cini 2014), the brood, and especially the queen, tended to be located away
from the periphery of the nest, and usually away from the nest entrance. Additionally,
nest architecture is important in producing correct internal nest microclimates and

Figure 2. Photographs detailing a silk support structure (‘girder’) spanning a chamber within a nest
(A), a cross-section of the ‘girder’ (B), a view of the outside of Nest 1 showing workers on sections of
the folded leaf with an area of visible carton in the bottom right (C), examples of an alate queen
(top), male (middle) and worker (bottom) of Polyrhachis delecta weaver ants (D), and examples of the
various brood stages including a pupa (left) and variously sized larvae (middle to right) (E).
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Table 2. Overall details of the composition of ants in three nests of Polyrachis delecta.

Caste or life stage

Nest 1 Nest 2 Nest 3

Totals By chamber (%) Totals By chamber (%) Totals By chamber (%)

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6
Adult ants
De-alate queens 1 0 0 0 100 0 0 1 0 0 0 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Alate queens 79 14 27 42 11 3 4 92 17 22 27 21 3 9 1 6 33 67 0 0 0 0
Males 38 63 16 21 0 0 0 37 22 41 32 3 0 3 0 15 40 0 60 0 0 0
Workers
Within colony 394 12 13 7 33 12 23 446 16 12 12 19 24 11 7 183 4 11 10 28 39 9
Outside colony 27 19 33
Total 421 465 216

Brood
Pupae 37 35 14 30 22 0 0 64 33 14 28 22 3 0 0 18 12 88 0 0 0 0
Large larvae 53 0 17 17 66 0 0 21 14 5 14 67 0 0 0 10 30 70 0 0 0 0
Small larvae 19 0 0 0 100 0 0 35 0 23 0 77 0 0 0 5 0 100 0 0 0 0
Eggs yes yes no
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brood may be moved within colonies so as to raise them at the correct temperature,
which may be in part responsible for the location of brood observed in this study
(Sendova-Franks and Franks 1995; Tschinkel 1999). Further investigation of more
P. delecta nests is needed to confirm the descriptive data provided here.

Figure 3. Panel showing the percentage of each ant life stage within each chamber of each of three
nests of Polyrhachis delecta weaver ants.
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Polydomy occurs in a number of Polyrhachis species, some of which have been
described as supercolonial (Yamauchi et al. 1987; van Zweden et al. 2007), and it is possible
that the presence of the queenless, brood-bearing and otherwise healthy nest in this study
is evidence for this in this species. Hence it is hard to know if the assemblages collected
here represent distinct colonies or, as we term them here, just one of possibly many ‘nests’
that comprise the colony as a whole. As three nests were collected for this study and all
were relatively small, collected from only where nests were readily discoverable and easily
collected, and from a limited geographic locality, it is likely that there is selection bias in
these results. Larger colonies or those located higher in the vegetation, or at a different
location, may differ significantly in their structure and composition. It is likely that there will
have been some internal relocation of ants within nests between collection and dissection,
so the data on the intranidal location of ants needs to be treated cautiously. Nonetheless
Nests 1 and 2, which were similar in size and structure, seemed to also share similarities in
their spatial location of ants.

Although general nesting patterns are quite well studied across Polyrhachis species,
this study provides the first descriptive data of the interesting structure of P. delecta
nests. We hope that this work will stimulate future more detailed studies on nest
structure and composition to further explore the intricacies of this specialized form of
nest construction, which may help to elucidate evolutionary patterns of nest-building
and habitat preference in this highly diverse genus of ants.

Acknowledgements

We thank Victoria Norman for comments on this work, and are extremely grateful to three anon-
ymous reviewers for their detailed and insightful comments, which greatly contributed to this
manuscript.

Disclosure Statement

We the authors have no financial interest or benefit from the applications of the research in this
study.

Funding

This work was supported by Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council.

ORCID

Christopher Tranter http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1722-672X

References

Baracchi D, Cini A. 2014. A socio-spatial combined approach confirms a highly compartmentalised
structure in honeybees. Ethology. 120:1–10.

Boomsma JJ, Schmid-Hempel P, Hughes WOH. 2005. Life histories and parasite pressure across the
major groups of social insects. In: Fellowes M, Holloway G, Rolff J, editors. Insect evolutionary
ecology. Wallingford (UK): CABI Publishing; p. 139–176.

JOURNAL OF NATURAL HISTORY 9

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [8

1.
15

8.
20

1.
17

0]
 a

t 0
2:

50
 2

4 
N

ov
em

be
r 2

01
5 

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1722-672X


Bot ANM, Currie CR, Hart AG, Boomsma JJ. 2001. Waste management in leaf-cutting ants. Ethol
Ecol Evol. 13:225–237.

Dornhaus A, Powell S, Bengston S. 2012. Group size and its effects on collective organization. Annu
Rev Entomol. 57:123–141.

Dorow WHO. 1995. Revision of the ant genus Polyrhachis Smith, 1857 (Hymenoptera: Formicidae:
Formicinae) on subgenus level with keys, checklist of species and bibliography. Abh Senck
Naturforsch Ges. 185:1–113.

Dorow WHO, Maschwitz U, Rapp S. 1990. The natural history of Polyrachis (Myrmhopla) muelleri
Forel 1893 (Formicidae Formicinae), a weaver ant with mimetic larvae and an unusual nesting
behaviour. Trop Zool. 3:181–190.

Downes MF. 2015. Annual cycle of nest composition in the queen-dimorphic weaver ant
Polyrhachis australis Mayr, 1870 (Hymenoptera: Formicidae) in northern Queensland. Austral
Entomol. 54:87–95.

Glaser F. 1997. Biology of Polyrhachis schellerichae, a specialized bamboo-dwelling ant species
from the Malay Peninsula (Insecta: Hymenoptera: Formicidae). Senck Biol. 77:77–87.

Graystock P, Hughes WOH. 2011. Disease resistance in a weaver ant, Polyrhachis dives, and the role
of antibiotic-producing glands. Behav Ecol Sociobiol. 65:2319–2327.

Hart LM, Tschinkel WR. 2012. A seasonal natural history of the ant, Odontomachus brunneus. Insect
Soc. 59:45–54.

Hölldobler B, Wilson EO. 1990. The ants. Cambridge (MA): Belknap Press.
Ito F, Sugiura N, Higashi S. 1994. Worker polymorphism in the red-head bulldog ant (Hymenoptera:

Formicidae), with description of nest structure and colony composition. Ann Entomol Soc Am.
87:337–341.

Jeanne R. 1975. The adaptiveness of social wasp nest architecture. Q Rev Biol. 50:267–287.
Jinfu W, Jue T. 1996. The spatial pattern on nest and the population dynamics of Polyrhachis vicina

Roger (Hymenoptera: Formicidae). Zool Res. 17:129–137.
Kohout R. 2000. A review of the distribution of the Polyrhachis and Echinopla ants of the

Queensland Wet Tropics (Hymenoptera: Formicidae: Formicinae). Mem Queensl Museum.
46:183–209.

Kohout R. 2006. Review of Polyrhachis (Cyrtomyrma) Forel (Hymenoptera: Formicidae: Formicinae)
of Australia, Borneo, New Guinea and the Solomon Islands with descriptions of new species.
Mem Queensl Museum. 52:87–146.

Kohout R. 2012. A review of the Australian Polyrhachis ants of the subgenera Myrma Billberg,
Myrmatopa Forel, Myrmothrinax Forel and Polyrhachis Fr. Smith (Hymenoptera: Formicidae:
Formicinae). Mem Queensl Museum. 56:25–59.

Konrad M, Vyleta ML, Theis FJ, Stock M, Tragust S, Klatt M, Drescher V, Marr C, Ugelvig LV, Cremer
S. 2012. Social transfer of pathogenic fungus promotes active immunisation in ant colonies.
PLOS Biol. 10:1–15.

Kugler C, del Hincapie MC. 1983. Ecology of the ant Pogonomyrmex mayri: distribution, abundance,
nest structure, and diet. Biotropica. 15:190–198.

Liefke C, Dorow WHO, Hölldobler B, Maschwitz U. 1998. Nesting and food resources of syntopic
species of the ant genus Polyrhachis (Hymenoptera, Formicidae) in West-Malaysia. Insect Soc.
45:411–425.

Longino J. 1991. Azteca ants in Cecropia trees: taxonomy, colony structure, and behaviour. In:
Huxley CR, Cutler DF, editors. Ant-plant interactions. Oxford: Oxford University Press; p. 271–
288.

Mikheyev A, Tschinkel WR. 2004. Nest architecture of the ant Formica pallidefulva : structure, costs
and rules of excavation. Insect Soc. 51:30–36.

Naug D. 2008. Structure of the social network and its influence on transmission dynamics in a
honeybee colony. Behav Ecol Sociobiol. 62:1719–1725.

Naug D, Camazine S. 2002. The role of colony organization on pathogen transmission in social
insects. J Theor Biol. 215:427–439.

Nielsen MG. 1997. Nesting biology of the mangrove mud-nesting ant Polyrhachis sokolova Forel
(Hymenoptera: Formicidae) in Northern Australia. Insect Soc. 44:15–21.

10 C. TRANTER AND W. O. H. HUGHES

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [8

1.
15

8.
20

1.
17

0]
 a

t 0
2:

50
 2

4 
N

ov
em

be
r 2

01
5 



Pie MR, Rosengaus RB, Traniello JFA. 2004. Nest architecture, activity pattern, worker density and
the dynamics of disease transmission in social insects. J Theor Biol. 226:45–51.

Robson S, Kohout RJ, Beckenbach AT, Moreau CS. 2015. Evolutionary transitions of complex labile
traits: silk weaving and arboreal nesting in Polyrhachis ants. Behav Ecol Sociobiol. 69:449–458.

Robson SK, Kohout R. 2007. A review of the nesting habits and socioecology of the ant genus
Polyrhachis Fr. Smith. Asian Myrmecol. 1:81–99.

Robson SK, Kohout RJ. 2005. Evolution of nest-weaving behaviour in arboreal nesting ants of the
genus Polyrhachis Fr. Smith (Hymenoptera: Formicidae). Aust J Entomol. 44:164–169.

Schmid-Hempel P. 1998. Parasites in social insects. Princeton (NJ): Princeton University Press.
Sendova-Franks A, Franks N. 1995. Spatial relationships within nests of the ant Leptothorax

unifasciatus (Latr.) and their implications for the division of labour. Anim Behav. 50:121–136.
Tragust S, Mitteregger B, Barone V, Konrad M, Ugelvig LV, Cremer S. 2013. Ants disinfect fungus-

exposed brood by oral uptake and spread of their poison. Curr Biol. 23:76–82.
Tranter C, Hughes WOH. 2015. Acid, silk and grooming: alternative strategies to social immunity?

Behav Ecol Sociobiol. 69:1687–1699.
Tranter C, Graystock P, Shaw C, Lopes JFS, Hughes WOH. 2014. Sanitizing the fortress: protection of

ant brood and nest material by worker antibiotics. Behav Ecol Sociobiol. 68:499–507.
Tschinkel WR. 1999. Sociometry and sociogenesis of colonies of the harvester ant, Pogonomyrmex

badius: distribution of workers, brood and seeds within the nest in relation to colony size and
season. Ecol Entomol. 24:222–237.

van Zweden JS, Carew ME, Henshaw MT, Robson SKA, Crozier RH. 2007. Social and genetic
structure of a supercolonial weaver ant, Polyrhachis robsoni, with dimorphic queens. Insect
Soc. 54:34–41.

Waddington SJ, Hughes WOH. 2010. Waste management in the leaf-cutting ant Acromyrmex
echinatior: the role of worker size, age and plasticity. Behav Ecol Sociobiol. 64:1219–1228.

Yamauchi K, Ito Y, Kinomura K, Takamine H. 1987. Polycalic colonies of the weaver ant Polyrhachis
dives. Kontyu (Tokyo). 55:410–420.

JOURNAL OF NATURAL HISTORY 11

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [8

1.
15

8.
20

1.
17

0]
 a

t 0
2:

50
 2

4 
N

ov
em

be
r 2

01
5 

View publication statsView publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284518172
Christian Peeters

Christian Peeters


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Material and methods
	Results
	Discussion
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure Statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	References

