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Asian Needle Ant |AN INVASIVE STINGING ANT
Ants are among the most successful and widespread invasive species worldwide.
One stinging invasive ant, the Asian needle ant (Brachyponera chinensis; fig. 1), is
beginning to cause problems in North America after being relatively unnoticed for
many years.
The Asian needle ant’s native range includes China, Japan, and the Koreas. By
the time it was first discovered in the U.S. in 1932, it was already present in at
least three Southeastern States (Smith 1934). Over the past few decades, it has
been documented in several U.S. States and in the Mediterranean region (fig. 2)
(Guénard and others 2017, Janicki and others 2016), and it is capable of invading
much of North America’s temperate forests (Bertelsmeier and others 2013). Unlike
many invasive species that tend to colonize areas in the wake of natural or human
disturbance, Asian needle ants are capable of invading undisturbed forest areas
where they nest under and within logs and other debris, under stones, and in leaf
litter (fig. 3). They can also occur near homes and businesses under mulch, pavers,
landscape timbers, and other objects.

Figure 1—Asian needle ant (Brachyponera chinensis) worker. (Photo by
Chris Hartley, Missouri Botanical Garden; inset courtesy of Joe MacGown,
Mississippi Entomological museum; bar is 1 mm for scale)

The Federal Register defines invasive species as those that
are nonnative (or alien) to the ecosystem under consideration
and whose introduction causes, or is likely to cause, economic
or environmental harm or harm to human health (EO 1999).

Identification

Environmental Impacts

Only within the last 20 years have researchers begun to understand the potential
long-term impacts of Asian needle ant invasion. Native ant abundance and diversity
are reduced in areas where Asian needle ant is established (Guénard and Dunn
2010; Suehiro and others 2017; Vogt, unpublished data). Of great concern is the
apparent ability of Asian needle ants to displace ant species that are critical seed
dispersers. Many herbaceous plants’ seeds have a nutritious structure attached
called an eliasome, which attracts certain ants (fig. 4). These ant species, many in the
genus Aphaenogaster in the U.S. East, carry the seeds away from the mother plant,
ensuring proper dispersal of the plant species. Researchers have demonstrated
substantial decreases in seed dispersal where Asian needle ants have invaded forest
areas (Rodriguez-Cabal and others 2012, Warren and others 2015). Thus, this invasive
species could have dramatic, long-term negative effects on forest understory.

FAST FACTS
1
Asian needle ants are
native to Asia but widely
established in the Eastern
United States

2
These ants decrease
populations of native ants
that are important for
seed dispersal

Figure 2—Current distribution of Asian needle ant (Brachyponera
chinensis). Red indicates nonnative populations, green indicates native
populations, pink indicates indoor introductions. Sources: Guenard
and others (2017) and Janicki and others (2016); mapping application
available at https://antmaps.org/.

Figure 3—Asian needle ant workers and brood (immature stages) under
a rotting log. (Photo by J.T. Vogt, USDA Forest Service)

3
Their stings may result
in a life-threatening
allergic reaction called
anaphylaxis

Lateral view of an alate queen
(Photo by Joe A. MacGown)

Asian needle ant workers are small, shiny, dark brown to black, with the end of the
antennae and the legs being a lighter orange-brown. Workers are about 0.2 inches
in length. There are other ant species in the Eastern United States that superficially
resemble Asian needle ants, so it takes an experienced eye to positively identify them.

SYMPTOMS

of anaphylaxis

Skin reactions, including hives, itching, and flushed or pale skin
n Low blood pressure (hypotension)
n Constriction of the airway, wheezing, difficulty breathing
n Swollen tongue or throat
n Weak and rapid pulse
n Nausea, vomiting, or diarrhea
n Dizziness or fainting
n Psychological symptoms, such as a feeling of impending doom
n

Human Impacts

Perhaps the most troubling characteristic of Asian needle ants is their sting. While
they are not terribly aggressive, like the more familiar red imported fire ants, their
stings are painful, often affecting different people in different ways. In fact, the sting
can result in life-threatening anaphylaxis, an acute allergic response (see list of
symptoms above) (Cho and others 2002, Fukuzawa and others 2002, Leath and
others 2006, Nelder and others 2006). Stings are often reported to result in intense
pain at the site of the sting that comes and goes over the course of several hours.
Some people experience pain away from the sting site. Redness of the skin and
mild to severe urticaria (hives) are reported as symptoms. In a study in the native
range of the Asian needle ant, 2.1 percent of people stung exhibited anaphylaxis
(Cho and others 2002). While anaphylaxis has been reported in the United
States (Nelder and others 2006), the percentage of people who have developed
hypersensitivity (increased allergic response that can lead to anaphylaxis) to Asian
needle ant stings is unknown. People who are hypersensitive to other stinging
insects may be at increased risk of anaphylaxis from Asian needle ant stings (Cho
and others 2002, Kim and others 2001).

If you suspect you are having
a systemic allergic reaction
(anaphylaxis) from an Asian
needle ant sting, seek immediate
medical attention as it could be
life-threatening.
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While some control measures have shown to be effective against Asian needle
ants, treating remote or forested areas seems unlikely due to the costs involved
and the chance of negatively affecting other, desirable species. Individuals should
be aware of this emerging pest and try to avoid it. Everyone should be familiar with
anaphylaxis and seek help immediately if they or someone close by experiences
the commonly reported symptoms (see list above). Some people, especially those
who are aware of hypersensitivity to stings or other allergens, choose to carry an
epinephrine auto-injection device. Take special care in areas with debris on the
ground (e.g., logs, rotting wood, leaf litter) or rocks under which ants can nest.
Researchers are continuing to assess the impacts of this invasive ant on people
and the environment, as well as effective means of controlling it where there is a
high likelihood of human encounters. Unfortunately, as with many invasive species,
it appears Asian needle ants are here to stay.
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