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SUMMARY 
 
Funnel ant activity was independent of cane clone, suggesting that there is no resistance to 
funnel ants in the commercial clones tested.  The clones Q107 and Q117 performed 
poorly in the presence of funnel ants, a phenomenon also seen on infested farms 
throughout the Tully district.  Q138 was confirmed as a variety able to produce high 
yields despite funnel ant infestation.  H56-752 was a consistent high producer throughout 
the three years of the trial.  Q124 and Q120 also performed relatively well, despite Q120 
being previously listed as susceptible to damage by funnel ants.  The soil type at the trial 
site was a recent alluvium. 
 
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
Funnel ants (Aphaenogaster pythia) occur as pests of sugarcane between Mossman and 
Tully (Hitchcock 1958).  The insect is also a pest of pastures, lawns and golf courses in 
the high rainfall areas of the Atherton Tableland (Saunders 1967).  Funnel ants occur in 
free-draining soils (granite gravels, sandy-textured soils, and friable red volcanics).  Some 
20,000 ha of sugarcane lands are susceptible to infestation. 
 
Funnel ants excavate soil from around the roots, drying out the root mass and resulting in 
drought stress during the dry spring period (Allsopp et al 1993).  Ants may also lacerate 
the roots to obtain fluids for nourishment. 
 
Heptachlor was formerly registered for control of funnel ants in sugarcane (Allsopp et al 
1993), but this was withdrawn from use in late 1994.  No insecticides are currently 
available for control of funnel ants in sugarcane, pastures or turf. 
 
Recent research has shown that mound-building activity by funnel ants is greater under 
burnt-trash conditions compared to trash-blanketed ratoons (Anon. 1994).  Similarly, 
funnel ants become pests in over-grazed pasture, and in turf which is close-mown 
(Saunders 1967).  The ants thrive under relatively bare, exposed soil surface conditions. 
 
Other research has concentrated on finding effective formulations of slow-acting 
insecticides and attractant baits.  Several insecticides kill funnel ants, but only baits with a 
high sugar content are attractive to foraging worker ants (Hitchcock 1958; Robertson 
unpublished). 
 
Different clones of sugarcane have shown different degrees of damage by funnel ants 
(Allsopp et al. 1993).  In the Tully district, growers have found that Q107 and Q117 had 
severely reduced yields when grown in soil which was heavily infested with funnel ants.  
Q138 however was observed to tolerate infestations and produce relatively good yields 
(Anon. 1994). 
 
The trial reported here compared yields of 11 clones of sugarcane which are grown 
commercially in the Tully district.  The clones were grown in an area heavily infested 
with funnel ants. 
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2.0 MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
The clones H56-752, Q107, Q115, Q117, Q120, Q122, Q124, Q127, Q138, Q149 and 
Q152 were planted on a commercial farm on a light-textured recent alluvium soil near 
Tully on 4 September 1993.  The trial was a replicated block experiment with three 
replicates of each clone, except Q127 and Q149 which had two replicates because of a 
shortage of suitable planting material.  Plot size was three rows by nine metres. 
 
The insecticides Lorsban ® (1.5 L/ha of 50% emulsifiable concentrate chlorpyrifos) and 
suSCon® Blue (21kg/ha of 14% controlled-release chlorpyrifos) were applied at planting 
to ensure successful establishment, and to reduce the likelihood of subsequent infestation 
by canegrubs. 
 
Funnel ant activity was recorded on all plots on 20 October 1994, and on 13 October 
1995, by counting the numbers of mounds along 4 m of the central row of each plot. 
 
Cane yields and sugar yields were recorded in the plant crop harvested on 18 August 
1994, in the first ratoon harvested on 31 July 1995, and in the second ratoon harvested on 
20 August 1996.  Cane was harvested mechanically and at least two 9 m rows per plot 
were weighed using an electronic weighing bin mounted on a trailer.  Six stalks were 
removed from the central row of each plot immediately before harvest each year, and CCS 
obtained by crushing in an experimental mill at Tully Sugar Experiment Station. 
 
After harvest the trash was burnt and ratoons were cultivated and fertilised according to 
the normal farm practice at the location. 
 
Counts of funnel ant mounds, cane yields and sugar yields were analysed using ANOVA 
(Statistix ver. 4.1), with approximations of F due to the missing replicate of two clones of 
the 11 tested. 
 
 
3.0 RESULTS 
 
The trial site was inundated during a flood in late January 1994.  The clone Q152 showed 
considerable damage to apical buds, with subsequent shooting of lateral buds, which 
affected yields in the plant crop. 
 
Mean counts of funnel ant mounds in 1994 and 1995 are given in Table 1.  Mound 
numbers were not statistically different between clones in 1994 (F(10,30)=1.84; P>0.1) nor 
in 1995 (F(10,30)=2.32; P>0.05). 
 
Cane yields, CCS, and sugar yields for each clone in each year are presented in Table 2.  
There were significant differences between cane clone each year in cane and sugar yield 
(Table 2). 
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4.0 DISCUSSION 
 
Funnel ant activity was high in all clones across the trial site throughout the 3 year period.  
No relationship was found between number of mounds per unit length of row and cane 
yield or sugar yield.  Funnel ant activity appeared to be independent of the clone of cane 
grown (analyses not presented). 
 
Clone Q124 gave the highest cane and sugar yields in the plant crop and first ratoon, but 
dropped production relative to other varieties in the second ratoon.  Q107 performed 
relatively poorly throughout the trial.  Observations on other commercial farms with 
funnel ant infestation also indicate that Q107 is severely affected by this pest (Anon. 
1994). 
 
H56-752 and Q138 were in the top three varieties for cane yield in each of the three years.  
These two varieties were also in the top four for sugar production each year.  Neither 
H56-752 nor Q138 are recommended for planting on recent alluvium, and this result may 
indicate a high tolerance to funnel ant activity.  Better than average yields of cane and 
sugar were recorded for Q120 each year (Table 2), despite the comment by Allsopp et al 
(1993) that Q120 is particularly prone to damage by funnel ants. 
 
The relative performance of Q152 increased in the first and second ratoons, after flood 
damage in the plant crop.  Q117, which is widely grown in Tully on alluvial soils, fared 
relatively poorly in this funnel ant infested trial.  Similarly, Q127 produced low yields 
throughout the trial period. 
 
Further work is needed to trial new clones including Q158, Q160, Q161 and Q162 in 
funnel ant infested soil.  In addition, commercial clones need to be grown on other soil 
types infested with funnel ants, to determine the clonal responses.  Additional work may 
not be warranted unless the incidence of heavy infestations of funnel ant increase beyond 
the current limited distribution. 
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Table 1: Mean number of funnel ant mounds counted per metre of row in 11 

commercial clones grown in an infested site near Tully, 1994 and 1995. 
 

 

Clone Sampling Date 
 October 1994 October 1995 

H56-752 3.3 0.3 
Q107 2.0 0.7 
Q115 1.7 0.3 
Q117 1.7 2.3 
Q120 3.7 1.3 
Q122 4.7 0.8 
Q124 2.3 1.8 
Q127 1.7 0 
Q138 1.7 3.0 
Q149 1.8 3.7 
Q152 3.0 1.3 
LSD(0.05) 2.2 (NS)  2.3 (NS) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
Table 2 Cane yield, CCS and sugar yield in three years from 11 commercial clones grown in funnel ant infested soil near Tully 

 
 

Clone Cane Yield (t/ha) CCS Sugar Yield (t/ha) 
 1994 1995 1996 1994 1995 1996 1994 1995 1996 

H56-752 62 abc 96 ab 129 a 14.4 13.6 15.5 8.9 ab 12.8 ab 20.0 a 
Q107 45 cd 42 d 36 f 15.3 14.1 15.6 6.8 b 5.9 e 5.6 e 
Q115 42 d 80 bc 80 cde 14.8 15.1 14.9 6.3 b 12.1 abc 11.8 cd 
Q117 44 cd 59 cd 39 f 15.0 13.6 14.4 6.7 b 8.1 cde 5.6 e 
Q120 56 bcd 71 bcd 91 bc 15.9 14.5 13.9 8.9 ab 10.2 bcd 12.0 cd 
Q122 45 cd 58 cd 79 cde 15.2 13.9 16.0 6.7 b 8.4 cde 12.6 cd 
Q124 75 a 114 a 84 cd 15.5 14.3 14.5 11.7 a 15.8 a 12.2 cd 
Q127 40 d 43 d 54 def 16.3 15.4 16.5 6.8 b 6.3 de 8.1 de 
Q138 65 ab 113 a 120 ab 13.7 13.8 15.1 8.8 ab 15.1 a 18.3 ab 
Q149 53 bcd 47 d 49 ef 14.7 12.9 14.7 8.0 b 6.0 e 8.6 de 
Q152 40 d 71 bcd 89 bc 15.1 13.1 15.8 6.1 b 9.3 bcde 14.1 bc 
            
LSD(0.05) 18  30  47     3.0  4.2  5.1  
            
F(10,30) 3.59  6.84  6.89     2.72  6.18  7.33  
            
P 0.009  0.0002  0.0002     0.03  0.0004  0.0001  

 
N.B. 1.  Means followed by same letter within columns do not differ significantly. 
 2. F-test approximate due to missing replicate of Q127 and Q149. 


