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Abstract  

The Argentine ant (Linepithema humilis) is a Neotropical species from the Paraná River basin in central South America which has been spread 

unintentionally through human commerce from the nineteenth century onwards. It was soon recognised as an urban and plant pest and, more 

recently, as a threat to biodiversity in many of the places it has been introduced. This chapter analyses the causes of and motivations for controlling 

this species in Portugal, Spain, France and Italy in the first half of the twentieth century, describing and comparing legal and administrative measures 

among countries. Containment (in France), fight (in Italy) and eradication (in Portugal) were laid down in mandatory regulations dated from the 

1920s, but none of these three aims were achieved. Despite a long history of control efforts, Argentine ants remain in Southern Europe and other 

invaded areas, where people still strive to control them. 



 

 

Introduction 

Ants (order Hymenoptera, family Formicidae) are one of the most successful groups of insects in the world. Like bees, wasps and termites, ants 

are “eusocial” and have overlapping generations, cooperative care of offspring, and a reproductive division of labour with distinct queen and worker 

castes. They can be found on all continents, except Antarctica, occupying a wide range of ecological niches and exploiting many different food 

resources. Currently, an online database lists an impressive 14,096 described species of ants (Antbase website); however, one can assume that there 

are still many unidentified species in highly remote biodiversity hotspots. They are among the organisms whose travel is facilitated by humans, 

taking advantage of all sorts of transfer vectors and pathways. Therefore, many ant species have been accidentally introduced in territories outside 

their native range: in Europe, for example, at least 32 alien ant species have been added to the 545 native ones (Schlick-Steiner et al. 2008). Several 

of them have become invasive, drawing the attention of authorities, the scientific community, the agricultural sector and the home owner.  

The Argentine ant (Linepithema humilis) is a Neotropical species from the Paraná River basin in central South America, which has been 

spread unintentionally through human commerce. After its first records on Madeira island ca. 1850, the species obtained a mainland European 

foothold in Portugal (1890) and thereafter in a set of other European countries in the following decades, among which are Italy (1902), France 

(1904) and Spain (1916) (Wetterer et al. 2009; see Figure 4.1).  

In the meantime, it was also found in other Mediterranean-like regions such as California, USA (1905, Titus 1905), the Cape Peninsula, 

South Africa (1908, Lounsbury 1909) and Concepción, Chile (1910, Newell and Barber 1913).  

Research on the Argentine ant has largely been framed by biological disciplines like genetics, chemical ecology, ethology, etc. Such studies, 

for example those of Suarez et al. (2001), Brandt et al. (2009) and Vogel et al. (2010), are crucial to reconstruct the history of invasion. Nevertheless, 

they overlook the social and economic factors that determine and explain the arrival, the invasion and the subsequent responses. Even when the 

focus is on the management efforts, such as Choe et al. (2010) and Boser et al. (2014), the cultural and political dimensions are scarcely elaborated. 

This chapter aims to fill this gap by addressing the historical policies that concern the Argentine ant in Mediterranean countries. Specifically, it 

analyses the causes of and motivations for controlling the pest in Portugal, Spain, France and Italy, from the 1920s to the 1950s, comparing legal 

and administrative measures among countries. 



 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 - Historical distribution of the Argentine ant in its European range until 1920 (adapted from Queiroz and Alves 2016a). Shaded areas 

represent the existence of at least one reference of Argentine ant’ occurrence; numbers are years of its first record in each country or archipelago 

from the nineteenth century to 1920. 

 

 



 

 

1. Impacts before regulations 

Invasive ant species explore food resources and shelters made available in houses and agricultural fields. When in large numbers, their presence 

has an impact in ecology, economy and human wealth. In Macaronesean1 and Mediterranean areas, the Argentine ant proliferates. It has been 

referred to as an urban pest, a plant pest and a threat to other species in many of the places it was introduced. Indoors, the ants invade warehouses, 

hutches, and every room in the house. In fields, they care for aphids, mealybugs and scale insects (Hemiptera), feeding on the honeydew they 

excrete. By protecting them from fungi and parasites, ants promote the proliferation of these insect pests, indirectly causing an adverse effect on 

the plants in which they are installed, namely fruit trees. 

A Portuguese entomologist used the epithet “ant-thief” (formiga-ladra) “to distinguish [the Argentine ant] from other ants, serene inhabitants of 

the fields, which are far from troubling men in their villages and assaulting them for the supplies already sheltered in their homes" (Martins 1907a, 

pp. 111-2)2 . He was responding to the invasion of the areas surrounding the Palácio de Cristal, in Porto (Portugal), where the first specimens had 

been accidentally introduced in 1894 through live plants and objects imported for an exhibition. He also reported attacks to entomological 

collections in Lisbon, despite all the strategies used by scientists to carefully wrap them (Martins 1907b). During the first Luso-Spanish Scientific 

Congress for the Progress of Science (held in Porto, 1921), Garcia Mercet (1921) wryly stated that he “shared a room in the Grande Hotel with the 

hormiga argentina of Oporto” which “enters through one of the windows in the room in which we are housed; climbs furniture, and invades the 

delicatessen, eating the remnants of the meal” (p. 99). The same author also narrated that two Spanish entomologists hosted nearby, in the Seminar, 

lost their collection of chalcidoids (wasps), which they had left in their room. The destruction of entomological collections, exacerbated by the 

value Garcia Mercet (and Martins before him) attributed to these specific losses, highlights the voracity and inconvenience these invaders caused 

inside the buildings.  

In France, by the second decade of the twentieth century, Argentine ants had become a problem for the growing tourism business in the Cote d’ 

Azur (Marchal 1917). They were considered “a real obsession for the inhabitants of the localities where it took up residence. The house tenants are 

                                                           
1 A collective term for four archipelagos in the North Atlantic Ocean west of the continents of Africa and Europe.  
2 Wherever non-English literature is quoted, the translations are the author’s. Herein, the word “men” refers to humans. 



 

 

becoming increasingly rare and the properties thus lose a large part of their value (…)” (Marchal and Poitiers 1920, pp. 318-9). Adapting furniture 

was an odd and costly solution presented to those living in the invaded houses: Choppard (1921) suggested a suspended pantry to store food, 

supported by a hook plunged into a recipient full of petroleum, where the intruder ants would die.  

The most serious damages occurred in agricultural fields. In Italy, the pest was particularly harmful in the orange groves of the western part of the 

Gulf of Genoa, and in Rome and its surroundings (Seri 1923). Choppard (1921) noted that, in Southern France, the vineyards, some ornamental 

trees and leguminous crops (such as beans) were affected. The orange groves of the Algarve province (Portugal) were invaded in 1926 and the pest 

was considered an impediment to agricultural development (Coutinho 1929). Also in the 1920s, Spanish entomologists recorded the presence of 

the Argentine ant in the Valencia region (Font de Mora 1923). This species promoted the proliferation of citrus mealybugs, threatening the economy 

of the Valencia orange, a valuable product in foreign trade.  

 

2. Phytosanitary regulations in the early twentieth century, by country 

During the first decades of the twentieth century, the impacts resulting from the Argentine ant’s occurrence in Southern European countries were 

enough to trigger local, regional and national responses, including mandatory regulations.  

 

3.1 France 

In 1920, the Agricultural Society of Nice and the Maritime Alps decided to tackle the scourge, calling "farmers, gardeners and owners of buildings 

or crops invaded by the Argentine ant to urgently come together in a defence Union, to intensively and continuously apply the methods of 

destruction already recognized and to be encouraged and assisted in this task by the Municipalities, the department and the Ministry of Agriculture” 

(Florent 1920, p. 172). In October, the “Association for the defence against ants” (Association de defense contre les fourmis) asked the General 

Council of the Maritime Alps for a grant. This money would be used to buy sugar and paraffin bags in large quantities to destroy infested loci: "the 

means of struggle are known; those concerned (...) are available to implement them seriously, but the costs are excessive (...) the estimated 



 

 

expenditure is 100 thousand francs for three years” (Capron 1920, p. 578). An official reply appeared on 26 January 1921, in the form of a Regional 

Decree, signed by Armand Bernard, the governor of the province.  

This decree emerged due to the potential "severe damage to agriculture and housing hygiene". This regulation aimed to proceed “with 

urgency to the methodical destruction of invasion loci", imposing a mandatory regime on the owners, tenants, overseers, and beneficial holders; 

they should proceed to control ants and support the treatment expenses (Article 1). The State, municipalities and official agencies supervised this 

process and if those in charge did not comply with the rules they would be replaced, however, they would still have to cover the expenses (Article 

2 and 4).  

To achieve this goal of “preventing its extension and cleaning the coast”, some very precise tasks should be undertaken. Article 4 regulated 

the appropriate poisonous substances (No. 1), means and methods for the repellent treatments (No. 2) and winter treatments (No. 3), and also the 

disinfection measures that were to be applied to potted plants before their sale. These procedures had previously been suggested by the United 

States Department of Agriculture, as soon as the species spread in that country. The Argentine Ant by Newell and Barber (1913) described the 

species’ origin and biology, and proposed methods for controlling it in the States invaded. Exactly at that time, the eminent French entomologist 

Paul Marchal spent three months visiting the U.S. Bureau of Entomology, where this text was being prepared (Howard 1930). After his return to 

Europe, his experience proved influential in the French academy and in official decisions. Arsenical insecticides seemed to be the appropriate 

method to destroy entire colonies. Treatments should be carefully prepared in a dilution that would delay the death of the workers while they 

poisoned the breeding females (queens), which they fed (Marchal and Poitiers 1920). At home, people might “enclose all food in pantries, which 

are protected by placing their feet in wells filled with naphthalene or petrols, or better by suspending them to a stem dipping in a funnel full of 

petrols" (Salagnac 1922, p. 4). 

It was assumed that the Argentine ant could not survive in the climatic conditions in the north of France (Académie d'Agriculture de France 

1920). The coordinated and universal control efforts would hopefully result in the confinement or the elimination of the species in Southern France.  

One year after the French regulation, a newspaper reported that: “the question of the Argentine ant is not as worrisome now as it was in 

1920; our winter resorts of the Côte d'Azur will not suffer, especially if the Municipalities continue to provide assistance in the fight moved by 



 

 

individuals against this unpleasant host of both homes and properties” (Vayssière 1922, p.130). But, less than two decades after, in 1943, others 

reported the failure of the control measures carried out and the occurrence of the ant in the gardens and suburbs of Paris (Anon 1943; Guy 1943). 

No one knows if this resulted from a population’s expansion, a secondary introduction or a combination of these phenomena. 

 

3.2 Italy 

Provisions against the spread of the Argentine ant were set out by the Ministerial Decree of 27 May 1922, signed by Giovani Bertini, minister of 

Agriculture, just before the beginning of the fascist regime. The species was added to an official list of plant pests, in force since 1919 (Article 1), 

and “[t]he fight against the Argentine ant” became “mandatory in all places where it is found and the treatment must be done at the expense of the 

interested parties” (Article 2), in other words, of the farmers and the people who had their houses and gardens invaded by the pest. The description 

of the methods to be used were forwarded to the regional phytopathological agencies (Article 3, in Italian, Reggi Osservatori regionale de 

fitopatologia) but the provincial governors were the ones responsible for the implementation of these measures. To this end, they were required to 

create local task-forces (Consorzi obbligatori de difesa contro la formica argentina) (Article 4).  

The provinces and communes followed the regulations and issued their orders. In Trento, it was brought to the attention of the “citizens in 

general, and farmers in particular, the dangers that a tiny exotic ant, recently imported to Italy, could bring about if introduced in our province” 

(Perfetto di Trento 1926). Stakeholders were also urged to inform the prefecture if ants were detected and to send some specimens to the 

phytopathological regional agency if that was the case. The species would be recognized “because its prolificacy is portentous, its intrusiveness 

extraordinary, its mobility lightning, its voracity insatiable, and it causes damages not only in cultivated plants, fiercely protecting the aphids, but 

also in food, and out of the kitchens, harassing people even during sleep” (idem). 

In 1926, Mussolini’s government amended and reinforced the fight against the pest with the Decree-Law of 1st July 1926, turned into the 

Law No. 1266 of 17th January 1928. It was signed by Vittorio Emanuel III, King of Italy, Benito Mussolini and the ministers Giuseppe Belluzzo 

(Economy), Luigi Federzoni (Colonies) and Giuseppe Volpi (Finance). When it was declared that a territory had been invaded by the Argentine 

ant, by Provincial decree (Article 1) and Communal order (Article 2), the State would bear half of the expense necessary for the execution of the 



 

 

measures devised by the regional agencies of phytopathology, in accordance with the public health authorities (Article 3). The remaining costs 

were allocated, in equal shares, to the budgets of provinces and communes. With the strong support of the Fascist Government, a national agency 

(in Italian, Reggio Osservatorio) controlled the policy for plant diseases in the country, assisted by regional agencies. 

The Liguria’s regional agency of phytopathology was an active institution at the time. Several publications by its Director reported the 

Argentine ant’s invasion and suggested control measures (e.g. Paoli 1922a, 1922b and 1923) following the Barber’s method, as in France (Newell 

and Barber 1913). The Italian writer Italo Calvino (1923-1985) lived there during his childhood. In “La formica argentina” (1952), he described 

the torments suffered by a family when they first moved to San Remo, a city where the houses were particularly infested by the ants, and the 

authorities imposed severe procedures, not always accepted or understood by the inhabitants: [the worker from the “Argentine Ant Control 

Corporation”] “was doing all he could to help the ants increase so as to not lose his job, and he was perfectly capable of doing this on purpose, 

because now he was always on the side of the ants and not on that of human beings.” (Calvino 1991, p. 176).  

In the years that followed, the ravages due to the Argentine ant never ceased. On 7 October 1948, the Commission of Agriculture and Food 

of the Italian Senate discussed the allocation of ITL 200 millions 3 to continue the fight against the Argentine ant in the provinces of Imperia, 

Savona, Rome, Latina, Napoli, Reggio Calabria, Messina and Palermo (Senato della Republica Italiana, 1948). From then on, this official body 

recommended the old arsenical baits should be replaced by “D.D.T. and the gammaesano4 powder, scattered over the anthills and in places 

frequented by ants” (idem).  

 

3.3 Portugal  

Since the beginning of the 1920’s, the invasion was severe in a number of Portuguese regions, the worst occurrence being in the Algarve (the 

southernmost province), with impacts on orchards, henhouses, rabbit hutches, and inside houses in several regions (Coutinho 1929).  

                                                           
3 corresponding to $320,000 on that date, according to the official exchange rate that had been established in 1949 by the system “Breton Woods” and remained stable until 1968 (McNamara 1998, 

p. 72–75); in 2016, the comparable amount is $3,148,361.83 (Measuring Worth - Relative Worth Comparators and Data Setswebsite).  
4 Trade name of the gamma isomer of the esacloro-cyclohexane, powerful synthesis insecticide that is obtained by chlorination of benzene. 



 

 

Four ministers of the Portuguese Government (the Prime Minister and those of the Interior, Justice, Public Instruction and Agriculture) 

signed the “Regulation for the extinction of the Argentine ant (Iridomyrmex humilis, Mayr)”, “in view of the urgent complaints from the native 

farmers and after hearing the director of the Plant Pathology Laboratory” (from the introduction of the Decree No. 17:577, 08/11/1929). The Lab 

was the national phytopathological agency at the time, and it belonged to the administrative structure of the Ministry of Agriculture (Decree No. 

4151, 26/04/1918), which developed research, supervised inspection and implemented measures. The success of the measures depended on the 

“indispensable uniformity of action and management, which can only be achieved in a practical manner under a mandatory service, run by the 

proper authorities and constantly inspected by specialized technicians” (idem). 

The decree urged the official entities and civil society to take action, engaging the central and regional services with authority over 

agriculture, the district and municipal authorities, farmers’ guilds and associations, and all private individuals who had some sort of relationship 

with the land. Local task-forces were created in the invaded areas (Article 2). Owners, beneficial owners, tenants, overseers, and beneficial holders, 

as well as associations (e.g. agricultural unions) and local authorities who managed land, were obliged to apply control measures (Article 3). The 

instructions on the methods and timing suitable for the application of the measures were provided in an official announcement (Article 4). The 

local task-forces, together with the police, court officials and city servants, could replace the addressees if they did not comply with the obligations 

(Article 7). Penalties for non-compliance were laid out (Article 10, 11 and 12).  

As with Italy during Mussolini’s regime, the military dictatorship in Portugal, which lasted from 1926 to 1933, and the authoritarian regime that 

followed under Salazar’s rule (only ousted in 1974), turned agricultural development into a political and economic bastion, anchored in agronomic 

sciences, namely plant pathology. However, the difficult political period of the 1930s led to successive changes in the institutional structure of the 

Ministry of Agriculture (in 1931, 1932, 1933, 1936 and 1940). The fight against plant pests underwent great instability and operational difficulties. 

During this period, the Plant Pathology Laboratory, which initially had an operational role, became an advisory body (Decree No. 20526, 

18/11/1931) and its executive and inspection tasks, including the services directed to the eradication of the Argentine ant, were adjusted to fit into 

a new administrative structure: the Phytopathological Inspection Services Division (Article 35(d)). Five years later, in another administrative 

review, this jurisdiction was transferred to the newly formed Phytopathological Services Office (Decree-Law No. 27207 of 16th November 1936).  



 

 

The reports on the implementation of the legislation revealed that the means and methods were being disputed, the costs of treatment were high 

and were being contested, and the results obtained were a long way from the advertised eradication (Bensaúde and Neves 1937; Neves no date). 

The Ordinance No. 9216 of 10th May 1939, strengthened the previous decree (although it did not mention it) by reiterating the mandatory 

fight against the Argentine ant in Portimão, Lagos and Silves municipalities, reinforcing, in this manner, the efforts in the Algarve region. 

Nevertheless, the work continued in other regions. Although the Decree 17577 did not foresee the State’s contribution in the treatment expenses 

considered mandatory to private individuals, the expenditure books from the Phytopathological Services Office revealed funds, intended for the 

control of this ant, transferred to local services in the north, centre and south of the country, from 1937 to 19495. 

In 1950, in the central region of the country, the principle of the “optional execution with the contribution from the Official Services to the 

respective expenses” presided the campaign against the Argentine ant (Gamelas Júnior 1950, p. 1). As occurred in other countries, arsenical poisons 

were abandoned for a “new” Chlordane-based method, which was supposedly cheaper and more effective.6 Demonstrative clusters were selected 

in vineyards, citrus orchards and fig trees. Experiments with oils and wettable powders, using different percentages of insecticide, were made. The 

local outcome was encouraging: “the results on the decrease of cochineal were remarkable (…) a big decline of these specimens was observed in 

citrus fruit, as a result of the fight against the Argentine ant” (idem, p. 16). But the treatments were not carried out enough times (once every two 

months until eradication) nor were they conducted at an appropriate scale (Silva Dias 1951). The economic expenditure needed for a universal and 

systematic control in the invaded fields was unsustainable, whether paid for by private individuals or the State. 

 

3.4 Spain 

Throughout the twentieth century, the legal texts on agricultural pests in Spain did not identify the Argentine ant as an insect that needed to be 

fought. The Spanish Plant Pest Law (Ley de Plagas del campo), from 21 May 1908, only highlighted specific provisions for the phylloxera and the 

locust outbreaks, the two major concerns at that time. This law was accompanied by the Royal Order of 3 January 1912, in which the prefects were 

                                                           
5 Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, Ministério da Agricultura, 2ª incorporação. 
6 Chlordane is a member of a group of chemical compounds generically termed “chlorinated cyclodienes.” 



 

 

assigned the task of assembling Local Boards of defence against pests in all of the country's municipalities and of creating a budgetary fund to take 

all the necessary control measures. 

At the end of 1922, the greatest phytosanitary concern fell on the cottony cushion scale (Iceria purchasii) which was destroying the orange 

groves. The Royal Order of 14 October, which reinforced the implementation of the previous legislation, created provisions to monitor living plants 

in seaports and border railway stations, in order to prevent the accidental introduction of these new damaging organisms. It was known that the 

pest occurred south of Provence (France), “so close to Spain and with so many and so frequent communications”. The Order authorised the director 

of the national phytopathological agency (Estación de Patología Vegetal del Instituto Agrícola de Alfonso II) to start the study of “any outbreak 

that may occur in Spain” or even to “study it abroad”, to propose the measures he deemed pertinent.  

A report of the National Conference on orange production explained how the orange grove’s pests were composed by “several ants” species 

including the fearsome and misnamed hormiga argentina (Iridomyrmex humilis, Mayr.), which indirectly cause very large damage associated with 

coccidae” (Produccion, September 1926, p. 262). In the El Progreso agricola y pecuário magazine (March 1927), In response to a letter by a reader 

from Gibraltar whose orange groves were affected by Icerya, Rafael Font de Mora wanted to confirm the expansion of the species in the Southern 

coastline: “if you observe ants on the Icerya, (…) collect a few, and after killing them by introducing them into alcohol, please send them; and I 

will give you the treatment against the Argentine ant, I suspect it is found in that” (El Progreso agricola y pecuário, March 1927, p. 232). 

Between 1930 and 1950, the Ministry of Agriculture published instructions on the methods to eliminate ant pests (among which the 

Argentine ant) where, as in other countries already mentioned, the use of arsenical poisons (Anon 1935; Castro 1949) and chlordane (Cañizo 1958) 

stood out.  

 

3. Similarities and differences in legal texts 

The disturbances caused by plant pests and diseases from the second half of the nineteenth century onwards (e.g. on vineyards, potato plants, olive 

groves) brought the European plant pathologists closer together and led them to share their knowledge with their American colleagues. They 

gathered around scientific societies and international governmental organisations (e.g. the International Institute of Agriculture, founded in Rome 



 

 

in 1905), influencing the national and international policy that regarded pest control strategies and prevention measures against the accidental 

introduction of new agents (Castonguay 2010). These scientific networks, strengthened at the end of World War I by the resurgence of a science 

diplomacy, might explain the similarity in the processes regarding the Argentine ant, proposed by the legislation that was approved in many 

countries during the 1920s.  

Comparing these different national processes allows for an analysis of the main similarities and differences regarding the typology of legal 

acts, territorial scope, statement of the main goal, implementation, methods, enforcement, and accessibility to private properties and penalties for 

France, Italy and Portugal (as summarised in Table 4.1). The aforementioned Spanish regulations can be at some points considered pioneering but 

they are not included in this summary because they did not mention specific provisions to the Argentine ant.  



 

 

Table 1 – Summary of the mandatory regulations against the Argentine ant’s invasion, adopted in France, Italy 

and Portugal in the 1920s 

 

 France (1921) 

Regional Decree, 26 January 

Italy (1922) 

Ministerial Decree of 27 May 

Italy (1926) 

Law Decree,1st July  

Portugal (1929) 

Decree 17:577, 8th November 

Territorial scope Regional (province of the Maritime Alps) National (all provinces declared 

invaded) 

National (all provinces declared 

invaded) 

National (all areas considered invaded) 

Main goal Methodical destruction of the invasion’s loci. Fight against Argentine Ant. Fight against Argentine Ant. Extinction of the Argentine ant. 

Implementation  Public entities and private individuals who 

were landowners, tenants or usufructuaries 

supported the expenses and should proceed 

to control the ants; regional authorities 

replace private in case of non-compliance.  

The provincial governors were in 

charge of local task forces that carried 

out the control measures. 

National, regional and local power 

bodies supported the expenses; a 

national agency of phytopathology 

coordinated regional delegations which 

coordinated the local task-forces that 

carried out the control measures. 

Public entities and private individuals who 

were landowners, tenants or 

usufructuaries supported the expenses; a 

national agency of phytopathology 

coordinated local task-forces that assisted 

the public entities and private individuals 

in the mandatory control measures, and 

replaced them in case of non-compliance. 

Methods It defined substances and treatments, and 

also disinfection measures applied in potted 

plants for sale. 

Adequate measures were defined by 

the regional agencies of 

phytopathology. 

Adequate measures were defined by 

the regional agencies of 

phytopathology. 

Adequate measures were defined by the 

national agency of phytopathology and 

publicized by the local authorities. 

Enforcement The responsibility fell on the public 

administrators, civil servants and police 

forces. 

- - The responsibility fell on the public 

administrators, civil servants and police 

forces. 

Accessibility  The authorities had free access to all kinds 

of properties.  

- No compensation was due for damage 

in plants or any private belonging due 

to measures. 

Local task-force members had free 

access to properties. 

Penalties Fines were applied in case of non-

compliance with the obligations. 

- - Fines were applied in case of non-

compliance with the obligations. 

 

 



 

 

The French Regional Decree (1921) contrasted with other legislation concerning the Argentine ant due to its sub-national geographic scope. 

It revealed the expectancy of a successful “methodical destruction of the invasion’s loci”, through the methods recommended by the American 

entomologists. Among other specific regulations, this was the one that came closest to scientific language and knowledge from which it carefully 

transcribed the means and methods proposed therein. The Italian Ministerial Decree (1922) assumed that “the fight against the Argentine ant” at a 

national scale depended on regionalized management, attributing to provincial governors responsibility over its implementation. The adequate 

measures were also defined, according to local circumstances, by the regional phytopathologic agencies. The language focused on the elimination 

of all specimens of this ant species as a reactive offensive against invasion, which contrasted with the defensive formulation found in the French 

decree.  

The warlike terminology was maintained in the subsequent Italian acts, dated from 1926 and 1927, and also in the Portuguese decree (1929), 

which aimed for the “extinction of the Argentine ant”. Keeping the insects that invaded the orange groves in California in mind, Woodworth (1910) 

also used strong language, stating that although “eradication (…) has been so often used in this State [California] for the partial destruction of an 

insect pest” (p. 61), the term should continue to be used due to its motivational advantages: “it would be too bad not to make at least a serious effort 

toward eradication (…) it is not a work that can be done in a day, but should be undertaken with the idea that final success will only come by 

destroying the insect step by step” (pp. 62-3).  

None of these acts mentioned the ant’s non-native character, nor were "the fight" or need for "extinction" justified by any explicit nativist 

argument, despite the nationalisms that took power in Italy (from 1922) and Portugal (from 1926). In Nazi Germany, in contrast, cases of obvious 

impacts of invasive species were abusively fused to a speech in favour of a "master race" some years later. According to Uekoetter (2006, p. 79), 

Alwin Seifert, leader of the Reich Landscape Advocates (Reichlandschftanwalt): “became increasingly radical in his attacks on non-native species, 

eventually designating the blue spruce as ‘public enemy number one’”. Instead, Italian and Portuguese regulations focused on the ants’ impact on 

crops, as it was expressed in the introduction of the Portuguese decree.  

From the legislation approved in the Mediterranean countries during the 1920s, the Italian one stood out, because it placed the responsibility 

for the control of the Argentine ant on the State, and consequently, made the State responsible for enacting and funding the required actions. Several 



 

 

regional plant health agencies, as well as a national one, worked on the diagnosis and control of the pests. Italy was recognized as one of the most 

active countries in economic entomology, at the time (Howard 1930, p. 258). This and other scientific disciplines, like genetic studies focussed on 

the improvement of plants, were supported by Mussolini’s fascist ideology, which sought to increase food production (namely of wheat, through 

the Battaglia del Grano, launched in 1925) (Saraiva 2010) and “extolled the virtues of country life, (…) publicized legislation that encouraged 

‘ruralisation’ and internal colonization” (Cohen 1979, p. 85).  

The Portuguese dictator Salazar (Minister of Finance in 1928 and Prime Minister after 1933), who shared these political beliefs, 

implemented similar measures to create a rural state (see e.g. Pais et al. 1979; Rosas 1991). But the instability and financial crisis Portugal was 

facing at the end of the 1920s prevented the State from spending great sums of money on hiring employees or on acquiring the materials used for 

the “extinction” measures. For that reason, the regulation, although centralising and anti-liberal, assigned liability to the public entities and private 

individuals that had a relationship with the land (owners, tenants or beneficial holders). They were forced to pay for the treatments and other 

expenses of the local task-forces, who took action or assisted in doing so. In this respect, it differed from the French regulation (1921), which also 

assigned liability to the same subjects, but did not establish local task-forces (“the extinction services”), as had happened in Italy and Portugal. 

 

4. Conclusion: living with invasive ants 

Containment (in France), fight (in Italy) and extinction (in Portugal) were laid down in the Southern European countries’ regulations in the 1920s, 

and all three main aims failed. In the European Mediterranean territories, the Argentine ant is currently widely distributed, due to the expansion of 

its early non-native range, novel primary and secondary introductions throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, and most of the first 

records of occurrence happened after the mandatory control measures (Queiroz and Alves 2016a). As a result, people and their crops must now 

live with the ants, controlling them locally, when needed.  

With the current knowledge about the complex management of invasive species, it is questionable if these regulations, with their similarities 

and differences, were appropriate for the natural, social and political conditions of the countries in which they were implemented. In light of the 



 

 

subsequent attempts to control this and other ant species which invaded the Mediterranean region, it seems the aims were too ambitious and that, 

regardless of the terminology used or the efforts undertaken, they were just not feasible.  

Due to the ant’s resistance, reproductive capacity and ability to regenerate colonies from a low number of individuals, all kinds of efforts 

to eradicate the invasive Argentine ant have proved insufficient, when attempted in extensive mainland areas. Failed attempts are common 

worldwide for this target species and other invasive ants, even when the campaigns only cover small isolated areas (<10 ha) (Randall et al. 2011; 

Hofmann et al. 2016)7. The Argentine ant, considered one of the 100 of the World’s Worst Invasive Alien Species (Lowe et al. 2000) because of its 

impact on biodiversity, is still a current subject to be researched and managed in the Southern European countries and elsewhere (Berville et al. 

2016; Obregon and Reyes-López 2016; Ward et al. 2016; Zina et al. 2015). Portugal and Spain still keep this ant in nature conservation legislation 

as an invasive species, although there are no provisions obliging private individuals or the authorities to take binding control measures8. 

Nowadays, reasons for controlling the Argentine ants in high-value natural areas in Southern Europe justify conservation concerns in 

Doñana/Spain (e.g. Carpintero et al. 2003); Port-Cros and Porquerolles/France (Berville et al. 2012) and Islets of Porto Santo/Portugal (Queiroz 

and Alves 2016b). In urban environments and agricultural fields, people who are annoyed by the presence of these ants, often resort to the use of 

commercial insecticide sprays based on pyrethroids. These are only temporarily effective against ants, as everyone knows, and their toxic 

degradation products persist thereafter in urban waterways and aquatic sediments (Delgado-Moreno et al. 2011). Arsenicals, organochlorines and 

these new insecticides used in the fight against invasive insects were, and still are, a threat to human health and the environment, in general.  

Recently, researchers from the Department of Entomology, University of California have proposed innovative methods to maximize the 

efficacy of conventional baits targeting Argentine ants. The new baits incorporated the (Z)-9-hexadecenal, a pheromone which converts them in a 

                                                           
7 The first successful eradication in the Tiritiri Island (New Zealand) was just recently announced: “after many years of annually reducing the 

population by 99%, an incredibly successful control program but still 1% short of total eradication, scientists from the New Zealand Department 

of Conservation continued to refine their methodologies until it has now been three years since Argentine ants were last recorded on the Island” 

(Russel 2016).  
8 See the Portuguese Decree-Law 565/99 of December 21 which regulates the introduction, detention and management of Invasive Alien Species 

and the Spanish Royal Decree 630/2013 of August 2, which regulates the Spanish Catalog of Invasive Alien Species 

http://www.tiritirimatangi.org.nz/pests


 

 

more palatable, non-repellent, slow-acting, transferable form, which is inaccessible to non-ants (Welzel and Choe 2016). This could prove to be a 

new effective way for fighting invasive ants in the first half of the twenty-first century. 
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