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Stenamma species. The biology of Nearctic and Palearctic species is provided in Smith 
(1957) and DuBois (1998), respectively.

Neotropical Stenamma species are found mainly in mesic forest habitats from sea 
level to around 3000 m elevation, with the highest record reported at 3700 m at Pico 
Orizaba in Mexico (S. manni Wheeler). Stenamma species have been collected mostly 
in lowland rainforest, montane wet forest, cloud forest, and dwarf forest. A few species 
(S. huachucanum, S. lagunum, S. manni) also have been found in seasonal woodland 
habitats in drier areas of Mexico and the southwestern United States. Stenamma has 
never been collected in tropical dry forest or scrub environments. One hypothesis for 
the nearly complete geographic separation of the HOC and MAC is the presence of 
extensive xeric environments in northern Mexico and the southwestern United States 
(Branstetter 2012).

An exceptional characteristic of Stenamma is that many species seem to be well 
adapted to cool, wet environments. Although present in the lowlands, the diversity 
and abundance of Stenamma species peak at mid-elevations between 800–1600 m 
(Branstetter unpublished data). Also, it has been found that Stenamma can be the most 
common ant genus in leaf-litter samples collected from very wet and cool, cloud forest 
localities. These ecological traits are in contrast to the pattern seen in ants generally, in 
which diversity and abundance decrease with elevation. Biogeographic results indicate 
that Stenamma originated in the Nearctic, potentially preadapting it to thrive in cool 
montane forest environments (Branstetter 2012).

Most Stenamma species have very cryptic habits. Nests are usually small, and 
workers are slow moving, often becoming immobile upon disturbance. Consequently, 
Stenamma is rarely found by the casual observer and most collections are made by 
sifting leaf-litter from the forest floor. This fact has given Stenamma its stereotype as a 
“leaf-litter ant genus.” Although nests of many species do occur in the leaf litter, and 
foragers are common there, recent collecting efforts have revealed that MAC Stenamma 
species nest in a variety of microhabitats. I have found nests in large logs, in small rot-
ting branches, in and under bark, in steep clay or mud banks, in and under epiphytes, 
under rocks, in the ground, and under leaves in leaf litter. At least a few Stenamma 
species nest arboreally. For example, several variants of S. schmidti Menozzi have been 
found reliably underneath epiphyte clumps in the canopy and by canopy fogging, and 
Stenamma longinoi sp. n. is known only from one collection under epiphytes in a tree-
fall. Based on circumstantial evidence, I surmise that a few other species have arboreal 
nests or at least forage arboreally. Stenamma stictosomum sp. n. and S. felixi Mann have 
been found in epiphytic orchids inspected at quarantine in the U.S., and S. callipygium 
sp. n. has been collected most often by beating vegetation.

One of the most intriguing recent discoveries has been the observation that some 
Stenamma species nest in clay banks. Longino (2005) documented in detail the com-
plex nesting behaviors of S. alas Longino and S. expolitum Smith. Both of these species 
nest in clay banks in wet forest habitats often along streams, and they exhibit a unique 
set of behaviors that are thought to be used in evading predation by other ants (pos-
sibly army ants specifically). These species construct multiple nests, but only occupy 


