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Introduction

The Pheidole roosevelti-group (Formicidae: Myrmicinae), as recognized here, consists of seven ant species
endemic to the montane forests of the Fiji Islands. Although Fiji supports an unusually rich number of
endemic ant radiations (Mann, 1921; Sarnat, 2006; Ward & Wetterer, 2006; Wilson, 1959a; Wilson, 1961),
few among them compare to the spectacular morphological modifications achieved by the Pheidole
roosevelti-group. Despite a remarkable morphology, unusual ecology and enigmatic evolutionary history, this
distinct group of Pheidole species has received little attention since its initial discovery nearly a century ago.
The group is diagnosable from all other Pheidole by the unusual posterior mesonotal process and correspond-
ing concave mesonotal declivity exhibited by the minor worker (Fig. 3), in combination with the lack of
pronotal spines or processes. Within the group, there exist distinctive modifications of the propodeal spines
and acute margination of the posterior region of the head.

In addition to their unique appearance, species of the P. roosevelti-group are characterized by a distinctive
natural history. All species prefer the cooler, undisturbed wet forests of higher elevation mountains – a habitat
where Fijian ant diversity becomes substantially diminished. Although ranges are often small, with some spe-
cies known only from the moss forests of single mountain summits, the ants of the P. roosevelti-group are sur-
prisingly abundant where populations persist. Where they do occur, minor workers patrol the ground and
lower vegetation with long striding legs and sweeping antennae. Although most of the foraging is observed to
be solitary, the species will recruit strongly to desirable food resources. While the minor caste is often ubiqui-
tous in the vicinity of the nest site, the major caste is rarely seen above ground and is usually captured only by
excavation of the nest or by patient baiting. Even if workers cannot be found foraging, the conspicuous verti-
cal turret entrances of their nests, which stand 2-5 cm above the bare soil, serve as evidence of their presence. 

Until the last five years, the only records of the group were from Fiji’s largest and oldest island, Viti Levu,
and the nearby island of Ovalau (Ward & Wetterer, 2006). Records of the group are now known from the high-
est peaks of all of the archipelago’s main islands (Viti Levu, Vanua Levu, Taveuni, Kadavu) in addition to
those of the smaller islands of Koro and Ovalau. Unlike the diversity of Lordomyrma Emery in Fiji, which is
concentrated on Viti Levu (Sarnat, 2006), the diversity of the P. roosevelti-group is more evenly dispersed
across the archipelago, with each of the larger islands supporting a distinct fauna. A salient question for this
unique group is from which region, and from what lineage, it is derived. While the modified spines bear
superficial resemblance to species previously assigned to the erstwhile Old World subgenus Pheidole
(Pheidolacanthinus) F. Smith, the species of the P. roosevelti-group all bear consistent morphological distinc-
tions that separate them from any other Pheidole species. A detailed phylogenetic study of the P. roosevelti-
group holds the potential to illuminate biogeographic patterns and processes both within the Fijian archipel-
ago and between Fiji and other regions of the Pacific.

Taxonomic history

The taxonomic history of the Pheidole roosevelti-group reflects the aberrant morphology of its species and the
uncertainty of its relationship to other groups within the genus. The first two species of the group were discov-
ered by W. M. Mann during his survey of the Fiji Islands, and their descriptions appear in his subsequent
monograph (1921). Acknowledging the resemblance of P. roosevelti Mann and P. colaensis Mann to P. cervi-
cornis Emery of New Guinea, Mann nevertheless erected a new subgenus for the Fijian species, Pheidole
(Electropheidole), based on the lack of pronotal spines (present on P. cervicornis) and the “lamellate develop-
ment of the mesothorax [mesonotum], in the soldier and worker…and elongate, bifurcate epinotal [propodeal]
spines and the distinctly margined head of the worker.” 


