Klaus von der Dunk (1993)

Berichte Kr. Nürnbg. Ent. “Galathea”  9(2): 49-52

[ The hoverfly Microdon devius associated with wood ants (Dipt., Syrphidae) ]

In my garden on the woodland edge in Hemhofen/Mfr there is a “herb spiral” (?), a special border spiralling round the area, and edged with loose manufactured stone walls.  In the clearly milder temperature of the centre, wood ants have colonised for a couple of years, and they are active in the late morning when the sun shines on the nest.  Early in 1992 a hoverfly of the genus Microdon could be seen clearly searching for this nest for oviposition.  Unfortunately because of many disturbances the animal was left to fly off.


This year on 15th May I came there at 1700 h, when the ants were taking apart a still weakly struggling female Microdon (a wing and antenna were already bitten off) and draggin the bits off.  The animal was saved from the ants and identified as Microdon devius L.


The ant nest was now examined more regularly.  On 19.5.1993 at about 1330 h another female Microdon flew around the nest.  The first attempt to catch it missed.  The animal vanished, but scarcely 20 mins later was there again.  Then I could catch it, place it in a glass tube, and identify it as M. devius with a hand-lens.  Then the fly gave out over a short time interval a seriesof buzzes obviously produced from the halteres since the wings remained at rest.  (Andries 1912 mentioned vibrations of the wings as the source, but this was not apparent to me).  Let free again, I presume she ‘sulked’ in the vicinity, and then after 20 mins she was again at the site.  


The fly hovered inaudibly (therefore clearly with a lower wingbeat frequency) at about 2-5 cms height over the entrance to the nest visible between the stones, clearly searching for an oviposition site.  She did not remain in one place, but moved around in very lengthy search flight.  She alighted always near the entrance and walked about long-legged with the abdomen curved under and an outstreched ovipositor, and also the antennae placed sloping downwards in the crackes between the stones.  Tasting with the ovipositor, I presume she searched for suitable sites.  The ants running by a short distance away did not react in any way at first.  They became ‘nervous’, meaning (?) with raised head and opened jaws, when their path crossed directly with the fly and (?).


After 5-6 searches apparently without conclusion, the fly flew to a stone and pressed its body onto the ground, raised its antennae and remained still.  Its yellow halteres were noticeably in constant motion.  They moved irregularly and jerkily perhaps once per second, to and fro.  Was this a sign of inner unrest ?  The passing ants 2 cms away did not disturb the fly.  Obviously she was not noticed by the ants either.  After further advances Microdon flew up and sat down again 5-10 cms further away.


After allowing itself about 5 mins pause, the fly then chanced its luck again:  searching for the entrance, walking, backwards with the ovipositor thrusting in all possible ways into the cracks - through disturbance moving to either side and eventually flying, searching or pausing anew.  Twice the fly when in the ‘firing position’ let off its salvo of 5-8 staccato buzzes.  Unfortunately I could not see whether this indicated a ‘behavioural report’ after the laying of an egg, or an ‘interference broadcast’ for the nearby ants.  The fly was again observed in 2/3 afternoons.  Towards 17.30 h she finished her search, and after a short pause flew obliquely away towards the open.  The nest was still in the sun for a further 2 hours.


During these afternoons, at not time did the animal leave the ants nest, for example to ‘tank up’ at flowers in the vicinity.  Andries (1912) writes likewise that the adults do not feed.


On 25.5.1993 at about 1600 h, I noticed again a female Microdon that, following a very short flying visit to the ants nest, sat on a  raspberry leaf nearby, virtually motionless during a half-hour’s observation time.  After a short break in the watching (impatience) it had disappeared.  No more animals were seen.  Thus the observations.

This leaves several questions open:

- How does the hoverfly actually find a suitable ants nest ?  Is it the case that systematic searches of woodland edges ....

[ literature stuff ]

