
Forget dogfighting. Deby Cassill stages battles between much smaller opponents. 

Urban ExplorEr

by alEx pickEtt

Dr. Deby Cassill’s lab at the University of South Florida’s St. 
Petersburg campus is as much a video-editing suite as a scientific 

testing ground. 
Plastic bins, microscopes and tongs lay scattered on the counter. Four 

DVD recorders sit on a shelf connected to a flat-screen television and 
a digital video camera. Cords tangle with tubes; 
tapes mingle with petri dishes. 

But this cramped space also serves as the 
gruesome battleground for thousands of fire ants, 
grappling and tearing each other apart, while 
Cassill happily videotapes.

The veteran biology professor calls them “ant 
wars,” in which she pits two fire ants from one 
colony with a single fire ant from another colony 
and watches the fierce combat that ensues. The 
arena is a petri dish. There’s no referee. The battle 
ends when the ants pull each other apart. 

“They’re fabulous, vicious fighters,” the 
biology professor says, beaming. 

You might say Cassill is the Michael Vick 
of fire ants, although she doesn’t wager on the 
ants, nor does she take particular joy in watching 
them die. 

Ant wars are experiments attempting to 
answer behaviorial questions about those pesky 
insects. By videotaping fire ant colonies plucked 
from mounds across the state, Cassill (and her 
students) have made some groundbreaking 
discoveries in the small world of myrmecology, 
the study of ants. Earlier this year, while watching 
battling fire ants, one of her students found that the younger ants 
sometimes “play dead.”

“There’s only one other species that plays dead with their own kind,” 
Cassill explains. “That’s humans.”

But more pertinent to non-scientists, Cassill is finding answers 
to why the fire ant population in Florida is exploding — with no 

indication of slowing down.

on onE rEcEnt Saturday morning, I meet Cassill at her lab. 
There’s a certain intensity about her when she talks about ants. Her 
eyes grow wide and bright as she shares ant facts — queens can lay 
up to 3 million eggs in a 10-year lifespan, for example — and shows 
off dead ant carcasses and homemade ant videos. 

“I consider myself to be an ant psychologist,” Cassill, 60,  says. “I 
know where they mate and I know where they fly. it’s kind of weird.”

Satisfied she’s given me a sufficient introduction to her subjects, 
Cassill gathers our hunting gear: six red buckets, 
baby powder (so the ants cannot climb out) and 
a shovel. We roll our socks up over our jean 
cuffs and head to the St. Petersburg/Clearwater 
International Airport. 

Cassill parks her Jeep next to a fence at the 
edge of the landing strip; a “No Trespassing” 
sign is posted. The grass is short, and the soil is 
sandy.

“This is great ant terroritory,” she says. 
Barely 10 feet away from the Jeep, Cassill 

finds a flattened mound eight inches wide. She 
pokes it with her finger and the little stinging 
pests come flooding out. She thrusts the shovel 
into the ground. Hundreds of fire ants swarm 
out and crawl up everything in sight — grass, 
the shovel, our shoes — before Cassill finally 
rips up a shovel-full of the mound and drops it 
in a bucket. She quickly pats a thin film of baby 
powder around the sides. 

“I love this!” she exclaims. “I’m sorry — I 
get really excited. it’s like hunting the Serengeti, 
just for things smaller, although [fire ants] are 
just as ferocious as a rhinoceros.”

Cassill estimates 40,000 might be living in that one mound alone. 
There’s another mound next to that one, and another, and another. 

Pinellas County is full of fire ants. The only part of the state with 
a larger concentration is Alachua and Marion counties. And, despite 
our best efforts to eliminate them, populations are growing. Why? 
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EVEryWHErE WE Want to bE: outside 
of alachua and Marion counties, pinellas 
has the largest concentration of fire ants in 
Florida.
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Urban ExplorEr FroM p.8 easily hold 250 mounds. 
The extremely terroritorial aggressive fire ant only allows 

about 40 mounds per acre; the cooperative fire ant constructs 
about 250 mounds per acre.

By pitting these two types of fire ants against each other, 
Cassill found that the aggressive fire ant is a superior fighter 
to the cooperative ant. Aggressive ants naturally kept the 
cooperative ones at bay until we began destroying their nests. 

“We really kicked out the single queen 
colonies because they are easier to spot,” 
Cassill explains. “Now, we have acres that 
have 1,000 times more [fire ants] than we 
used to have.”

cassill collEcts FoUr buckets of 
ants before a Pinellas County Sheriff’s 
Office deputy pulls up in his squad car. 

“What are you doing?” he demands 
from behind large black sunglasses and 
a scowl. 

“We’re hunting ants,” Cassill cheerfully 
explains.

“You can’t do that,” the deputy barks 
back. “This is airport property. You can’t 
be here.” 

He seems genuinely bothered.
“This is excellent habitat,” Cassill 

tells him.
“I know,” he grunts. “I get bit by them 

all the time!”
Cassill apologizes, and we pick up our 

buckets, heading back to the car. She doesn’t mind the eviction: 
We have plenty of fire ants for her experiments. We’re also 
relatively free of bites. I have one. She has four or five.

“We are ant terrorists,” she jokes, “just not airport 
terrorists.”

When Cassill arrives at the lab, she will drip water into the 
buckets to flood the ants to the top. She’ll scoop the estimated 
200,000 ants up and place them in plastic bins. Then she’ll feed 
them crickets and sugar water. 

Because those little ants will need their energy. It’ll be one 
helluva battle later.

To comment on this story, go to tampa.creativeloafing.com.

Cassill puts down her shovel and spins the tale of how the fire 
ant emigrated to America.

tHE First FirE ants in the U.S. appeared in Mobile, Alabama 
in the early 1930s, stowaways on a Brazilian ship carrying 
plants. The resilient insects moved only about 10 meters a year, 
but through human transport quickly spread to nearly every state 
in the South and Southwest.  

“So, man has been the fire ants’ best 
friend,” Cassill says.

But the feeling hasn’t been mutual. The 
pesky insects have made their homes on 
farms and in yards, ruining crops and well-
tended lawns, while viciously stinging when 
our paths cross. According to the United 
States Department of Agriculture, fire ants 
are responsible for nearly $6 million in 
damage to urban and agricultural areas. 

Initially, farmers and developers began 
dumping chemicals over wide swaths of 
land, killing fire ants but other wildlife as 
well. Once the chemicals dissipated, the fire 
ants returned with no predators to bother 
them. Realizing this, exterminators began 
attacking individual mounds, physically 
destroying them or spraying them with 
insecticides. 

“A thousand little 9/11s,” Cassill says. 
But our mistake, Cassill explains, was 

attacking the wrong colonies.

See, there are two types of fire ant colonies: aggressive 
(known as monogyne) and cooperative (polygene). The 
aggressive fire ant has a single queen living in a tall mound that 
can reach over a foot in height. They are extremely terroritorial 
and will only allow up to 40 mounds per acre. By contrast, 
cooperative fire ants build smaller mounds closer to the earth 
and can have anywhere from two to 100 queens breeding in the 
same nest. They rarely fight with their neighbors, so an acre can 

cassill is Finding ansWErs to WHy tHE FirE ant 
popUlation in Florida is Exploding — WitH no 
indication oF sloWing doWn.

bUg catcHEr: “i have great respect for 
this organism,” says dr. deby cassill, an ant 
researcher at UsF-st. pete.
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the old “go-along-to-get-along.” 
I have no doubt that dealing with Griffin isn’t easy; she’s extremely 

focused and aggressive in her desire for change. She is not willing to play 
the rookie role, to learn “the system” before raising hell.

But I’ve come to understand over the past 25 years of observing 
politics that it is that very process of indoctrination that can turn 
progressive leaders into yes-women and yes-men for the entrenched 
bureaucrats. Think the term indoctrination is a little too cult-like? 
Consider these snippets of conversation from the team-building 
session (I’m quoting here from the Tampa Tribune, because despite 
most governments’ habits of recording every meeting of their boards, 
this session wasn’t recorded in any way, shape or form. A school 
spokeswoman said these kinds of meetings where official business isn’t 
discussed aren’t recorded):

“Veteran board member Candy Olson said ‘We all came in with 
things we wanted to change’ before understanding how the system 
works.”

“’You have to learn to swallow your medicine,’ Faliero said. ‘If you 
keep going in the direction you’re going, you’re going to be a maverick 
— and it’s going to be six-to-one votes.’”

Especially galling for Griffin was the fact that her chief inquisitor was 
Faliero, who only days before had been the subject of headlines revealing 
that she had moved out of her district as the result of a divorce. State law 
requires her to live in the district in which she was elected. 

Faliero didn’t want to discuss the team-building meeting for this story, 
saying in a voicemail response that she prefers to focus on the needs of 
her eastern Hillsborough district. Elia could not be reached for comment.

Griffin is only the latest in a long line of Tampa politicos who have 
slammed their heads against the wall.

When Rose Ferlita spoke out against the good-old-boys system at 
Hillsborough County government that placed the county administrator 
in the position of having to lie to cover the fact that four commissioners 
wanted to attend the funeral of a powerful developer, she was verbally 
assaulted at the next meeting by one of the four. When Bob Buckhorn 
raised questions about then-Tampa Mayor Dick Greco’s plans to build 
Centro Ybor (which eventually failed as an entertainment destination and 
left the city on the hook for millions of dollars), he was dismissed with 
a waving hand and a chuckle that he was merely carrying water for his 
former boss, Mayor Sandy Freedman. 

The lesson in Tampa Bay politics is clear: Don’t rock the boat, junior.

Check my blog, thepoliticalwhore.com, for breaking political and 
media news or to leave a comment about this column.
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