


Trilliums, bloodroot, violets-many wildflowers of spring in eastern North America bloom 

thanks to ants. The tiny six-legged gardeners have partnered with those plants as well as 

about 11,000 others to disperse their seeds. The plants, in turn, "pay" for the service by 

attaching a calorie-laden appendage to each seed, much like fleshy fruits reward birds and 

mammals that discard seeds or poop them out. But there's more to the ant-seed 

relationship than that exchange, researchers reported last week at the annual meeting of 

the Ecological Society of America, which was held online. 

Far from just transporting the seeds, the ants are active gardeners, preferring some seeds 

over others and possibly keeping their charges safe from disease. "It's becoming clear that 

it's not a simple two-way interaction," says Douglas Levey, an ecologist at the National 

Science Foundation. 

The importance of this partnership is coming into focus as well. In forests disturbed by 

human activity, where ants can be scarce, seeds may not find their way to fertile ground, 

and ecosystems can suffer. "If ants are lost, then there's a real chance that we will lose 

plants, as well as the other species that depend upon ants and plants," says 

Judith Bronstein, an evolutionary ecologist at the University of Arizona. 

Many ants eat seeds, but in deciduous forests in Europe and North America, Australian dry 

woodlands, and South African shrublands called fynbos, a few dozen ant species spare the 

seeds in favor of something better. Certain plants attach a nutritive glob called an 

elaiosome to their seed coats, which serves as lunch for the ants' young and gives ants a 

handle on seeds that can be bigger than their head. Until now, researchers assumed the 

ants simply carry the seeds to their nests, feed the elaiosome to their broods, and deposit 

the seed either outside or inside at the colony's "garbage dump," which provides a fertile 

environment for sprouting. But Charles Kwit, an ecologist at the University of Tennessee, 

Knoxville, thought ants might help seeds with more than just transportation. 

The common seed-dispersing ants in the genus Aphaenogaster, like others, secrete 

antimicrobial chemicals to clean themselves and fellow ants. Kwit wondered how those 
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