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Ants make web 

Formidable catalogue puts army of ants online. 

Tom Clarke  

After four years of cooperation and 

tenacity worthy of their quarry, ant 

experts have completed Antbase, a 

centralized, online information 

resource cataloguing all 11,000 

known species of ant. 

Its creators hope that Antbase will 

one day become the ant equivalent 

of GenBank, the public database of 

genetic sequence data, and a boon 

not just for ant specialists, but for 

entomologists and ecologists of every

kind. 

Ant taxonomists Donat Agosti of the 

American Museum of Natural History 

in New York and Norman Johnson of 

Ohio State University in Columbus built Antbase using funds from 

general research budgets and small institutional grants. Having 

compiled a full list of ant names, they hope their homespun project 

will now win long-term funding and a permanent home. "It needs to 

be institutionalized," says Agosti. 

The database's backbone is an updated list of species names. 

Compiling the list was anything but trivial, Agosti and Johnson say. 

Descriptions of new species published in obscure journals over the 

past century had led to heavy duplication. As the project progressed,

Antbase shrank to its current size from an initial list of over 20,000 

names. "We're trying to pick up the debris from nineteenth-century 

taxonomy," says Johnson. 

Records for each species are being linked to information on their 

geographical distribution and life history, plus pictures held by the 

Japanese Ant Color Image Database. 

Antbase could emerge as a long-needed resource for ant 

taxonomists, says Ted Schultz, who works as one at the Smithsonian

Institution in Washington DC. "Before, you had to spend hours 

photocopying thousands of pages of primary literature," he says. The 

resource could also aid more general studies of ecosystems, where 

ants often have a prominent role. "Ants are an incredibly useful 

ecological indicator," Schultz adds.   

Researchers can now crawl 
through data on 11,000 ant 
species. 
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