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ABSTRACT  

Ant-plant mutualism represents a symbiotic relationship where both parties benefit, 

showcasing a remarkable example of ecological interdependence. Ants and Plants have 

mutualistic relations with each other. It may be facultative or obligate.  Ants are provided 

with food and shelter by plants, such as extrafloral nectar and food bodies. While ants offer 

protection against herbivores and pathogens. Some plants, known as myrmecophytes, 

have evolved specialized structures to house ants, enhancing the mutual benefits. The 

benefits to plants include reduced herbivory, improved nutrient acquisition, and enhanced 

seed dispersal, while ants gain consistent food supplies and nesting sites. Ongoing 

research aims to deepen understanding of the molecular mechanisms and broader 

ecological impacts of ant-plant interactions, with attention to how environmental changes 

may affect these relationships. Ant-plant mutualism exemplifies the complexity of 

ecological networks, emphasizing the need for biodiversity conservation to sustain these 

vital interactions. 

INTRODUCTION 

A plant known as a myrmecophyte (ant plant) coexists in a mutualistic relationship with an ant 

colony. Ants and myrmecophytes have a mutualistic relationship that is advantageous to both 

parties. This affiliation could be obligatory or facultative. The taxonomic classification of 

myrmecophytes is more than 100 (Martin et al., 2008). In tropical forests, certain plants, called 

myrmecophytes, have close, sometimes obligatory relationships with ants. To accommodate ant 

colonies, these plants feature unique hollow structures called domatia. These structures can be 

stems, thorns, stipules, petioles and leaves, depending on the species. (Blatrix et al., 2009). Four 

ant-plant mutualisms have developed from the basic interaction, in which ants (1) defend plants 
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from herbivores and other predators, (2) eat the vital nutrients that plants require, (3) scatter 

seeds and fruits, and (4) pollinate. Plants can offer ants food rewards, nesting space, or both as a 

reward for their dispersal or protection. (Beattie, 1985). The primary forms of mutualistic ant-

plant interactions are covered in this work. 

ANT-DISPERSAL (MYRMECOCHORY) 

Myrmecochory is the collection and dispersal of seeds and fruits by ants. Both the ants and the 

plant benefit from this strategy. A seed contains small fleshly portion is called elaiosome, which 

acts as a valuable food source for ants. Example: During seed transport ant Rhytidoponera 

metallica holding a seed of Acacia neurophylla by the elaiosome.  

ANT POLLINATION 

Ants often pollinate plants because they lack wings, transfer pollen far enough to enable cross-

pollination, are not hairy, and clean themselves too regularly to allow pollen to be transmitted to 

other plants. Leporella fimbriata, an orchid pollinating by Myrmecia urens, a winged male ant. 

ANT DEFENSE 

Ants depend on plants for essential nutrients, which makes them protective of the plant. Ant 

symbionts protect many myrmecophytes from herbivores, fungal diseases, and other 

competitive plants. Example: Pseudomyrmex ferruginea, the obligatory ant, protects Acacia 

cornigera.  

DOMATIA  

Plants provide physical structures known as domatia that appear to be specifically designed for 

ant habitation. Plants' stems, leaves, and spines contain tiny chambers. For example, the thorns 

of Acacia trees have forms of domatia, where Pseudomymex ants live. Ants are beneficial to the 

tree since they feed on herbivores that consume Acacia, and the ants themselves are protected 

by the domatia. 

FOOD BODIES 

These are the small epidermal structures at the tip of the leaves which are rich in nutrients 

(carbohydrates, proteins, and lipids) that are consumed by ants.  

EXTRAFLORAL NECTAR 

Extrafloral nectars are sugar-producing glands found on shoots, leaves, and inflorescence or 

flower of plants. The occurrence of nectar-secreting structures might be helpful for fruit 

protection from seed feeders.  

NUTRIENT CYCLING 

The ability of plants to extract nutrients from ant nest debris is known as myrmecotrophy. 

Cecropia peltata is a tropical tree that gets 98% of its nitrogen from the trash that other ants leave 

behind. 
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CONCLUSION 

Anti–plant mutualisms are widespread, diversified in terms of taxonomically and ecologically, 

and crucial components of numerous ecosystems. Plants can act as a food source, a place for a 

nest, or both. Ants can be in charge of moving seeds or guarding them from biotic and abiotic 

threats. 
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