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SCIENTIFIC NOTE

Azteca barbifex Forel (Hymenoptera: Formicidae): Potential Pest of Citrus
Crops in Eastern Amazon
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ABSTRACT - Damage caused by the ant Azteca barbifex (Forel) was identified in orange trees (Citrus
sinensis), in Capitdo Pogo County, Guama microregion, Para State. The damage caused by the scraping
of stems and branches lead to reduction in yield with subsequent death of the plant. These characteristics
indicate 4. barbifex as a potential pest of citrus crops in the eastern region of Amazon.
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Citrus production in the state of Para has grown rapidly in
the last 10 years. The state is the first in citrus production in
northern Brazil, is among the five leading orange-producing
states in Brazil, with a further potential for expansion due
to the increase of sugarcane cultivation in the state of Sdo
Paulo, among other factors (Nehmi Filho ef a/ 2002). The
state’s leading region is the microregion of Guama, including
Capitdo Poco, Garrafio do Norte, Irituia, and Ourém
Counties, which generate 70% of the total production in Para.
Orange orchards cover an estimated area of 15,000 hectares,
with 276 thousand tons of fruits (Oeiras 2002).

Insect pests are among the most important constraints to the
production of citrus in the tropics. In Para, the most common
are the scale Orthezia praelonga Douglas (Hemiptera:
Ortheziidae) and the citrus blackfly Aleurocanthus woglumi
Ashby (Hemiptera: Aleyrodidae). But the ant Azteca barbifex
Forel was recently found in citrus orchards of Guama region,
and it has been considered as a potential pest for citrus
production in eastern Amazon.

Azteca ants live in Neotropical region; they are
omnivorous, but they have a preference to sugary substances
(Harada & Benson 1988). In Amazon, Azteca ants are
associated with at least 10 species of plants. All of these
ants have arboreal locomotion (Harada 1989), are adapted to
several kinds of habitat, are not nomadic, and may or may not
be associated with a host plant (Forel 1899, Cuezzo 2003).
Azteca barbifex is a carton-nest builder, and builds its nests on
the stems, main trunk, and crown of trees, with a preference
for the trunk (Fig 1). Dejean et al (2008) observed predatory
behavior and strong territorial aggressiveness in defending
their host plant, mentioning that Azteca ants kill other insects
to feed on and also to protect their territory.

Several species of the genus Azteca build carton nests,

which may be over 1m wide, polydemic or not, and contain
thousands of individuals. These ants are normally associated
with other invertebrates living in mutualism interaction
inside their nests (scale insects, aphids, mantid lacewings)
(Davidson et al 1991) or with nearby wasp nests (Polistes
spp.) (Forel 1899). The species 4. barbifex occurs in South
America (Trinidad, and in Brazil, in the states of Amazon and
Roraima) (Kempf 1972); it has only recently been recorded
in Para.

According to Benson (1985), large colonies of Azteca
may protect citrus from herbivory by leaf-cutting ants (4#ta
spp.), with a simultaneous positive effect on scale insect
pests. However, 4. barbifex has also been observed damaging
orange groves in recent years, leading to high yield losses.
Yield losses were caused by the scrape of the bark on the
most tender branches of orange trees (Fig 1 d, e) by 4.
barbifex, and this attack hindered production for the entire
harvest period.

The nest develops in a short period of time during four
to five months (Fig la, b, c¢), and the progressive damage
eventually kills the plant (Fig 1f). The nest progresses as the
pre-existing nests and eventually occupies the entire trunk of
the tree. The ants can easily disperse linearly down the rows
of trees through the canopy that generally overlap with the
neighboring tree (Fig 1g).

The density of the nests of 4. barbifex in a Citropar farm
area in Capitdo Pogo County grew considerably between
June and November 2007, culminating with nests occupying
10.8% of the plants in November. In January 2008, there
was a small decrease, with 9.8% of infested plants. In the
following months, there was a substantial decrease in the
number of nests in the area; only 1.1% of the plants were
infected in April, 2008. This tendency could be explained by
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Fig 1 Development of nests of Azteca barbifex in citrus plants. a) Newly-founded nest; b) two months old, medium size nest
with subnests on the stems; ¢) and large size nests-dominating the stems of the plant; d) injury caused to stem tips of citrus tree; e)
scraping injury to branches; f) citrus tree killed by attack of 4. barbifex; g) and progress of the nests along the row in the grove.
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the rainfall cycle, with higher rainfall from January to May
and lower from August to November. Therefore, conditions
in the dry season may favor the development of A. barbifex
and deserve further investigation.
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