
 

 

Back from the Brink – Species summary  
Narrow-headed Ant 
 

 

BftB project: SP09 - Narrow-headed Ant Species Recovery Project 

 

Project lead organisation: Buglife  

 

Contact: info@Buglife.org.uk 

 

Species name – common 
& scientific 

Narrow-headed Ant Formica exsecta (Nylander 1846) 

Photograph 

 
© Alex Hyde / Back from the Brink 

Taxon group Invertebrates 

Conservation status Red Data Book, NERC Act 2006 Section 41 species of principal importance 

UK distribution 
Reduced to one site in England in Devon since 2004 after longstanding 

progressive national decline throughout twentieth century, c. 6 locations 

comprising various sites in Scotland mainly around Rannochshire 

Habitat associations 
Heathland and moorland edge, possibly particularly with warm and/or 

sheltered humid heath, NVC type H4, and where habitat and habitat edge is 

sufficiently open to deter wood ant Formica rufa s.l. colonisation 
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BftB work carried out:  

Survey & Monitoring  

Three different levels of survey / monitoring: 

• Census survey sweeps / workshops with volunteers, 2 times per year 

2017 – 2019, until Covid prevented 2020 surveys. After the BftB project, 

this would be the recommended monitoring scheme, with baseline 

reference year data (2017) collected by the BftB project. Alternatively, if 

not a group survey sweep census, then may be carried out by 1-3 trained 

volunteers / surveyors, target surveying nest GPS locations, plus 

walkover of newly managed areas to check for nest colonisation.  

• For recording activity status of nests, and / or in preparation for nest 

translocations and queen and male collection for captive rearing & 

release, survey visits every 7-10 days with volunteers, throughout the ant 

active season (March – Nov), from end of 2017 - 2019, with occasional 

winter (Dec – Feb) visits 2017 - 2019. These monitor nest activity and 

productivity status, by means of small felt tiles placed on nest thatch. If 

time is limited, in the run up to the nuptial flight period (June – July), 

surveying and recording the productivity status of a sample of 100 nests 

each week. 

• Aftercare visits to translocated and queenless nests. 

 

The project pioneered use of small felt tiles on nests as a means of monitoring 

activity and reproductive status; this method was essential for gathering of 

data towards selecting nests for translocation and identifying nests from 

which to collect queens and males. The sample of 100 nests method proved 

effective at identifying the most active nests when survey resources were 

limited.  

Sites habitat 
management works 

• DWT routine habitat management works annually at all three project 

sites. At Chudleigh Knighton (main site) scrub clearance, mowing of rides 

/ firebreaks, selective swaling (surface burning) of scrub, except for 2019-

2020 when too wet. 

• Habitat corridor creation / scrub clearance between Chudleigh Knighton 

compartments 5 and 8, linking three areas with nests that were previously 

separated from each other. 

• Practical volunteers’ task days at all three project sites 2017-2019. 2020 

events prevented by Covid. 

• Capital works directly funded by BftB: Bovey Heathfield cmpt 2 habitat 

restoration; Teigngrace Meadow grazing infrastructure installation; and 

scrub clearance adjacent to ant nest introduction area. 

• Management of adjacent road verge site to Chudleigh Knighton where 

nests have colonised: seeding with yellow rattle to help control grasses. 

• Several other works not directly connected to BftB project as part of 

DWT routine management e.g. capital works gorse clearance at 

Teigngrace provided by clay company; other volunteer task groups (such 

as a team from Butterfly Conservation). 

Conservation 
‘interventions’ incl. 

reintroductions & 

translocations 

Project target to establish F. exsecta populations at two other sites, Bovey 

Heathfield and Teigngrace Meadow. 

 

Chudleigh Knighton – experimental nest translocations within main site to 

develop technique and introduce nests to northern compartments to expand 

range within the site 

July 2018 – 2 nests to cmpt 5  

November 2018 – 4 nests, 2 each to cmpts 1 and 3  

July 2020 – 2 mated queens released at cmpt 1 

 



 

 

December 2018 – two nests taken into home care to trial captive rearing 

queens and males. Males raised from one of these nests 

 

Bovey Heathfield  
November 2018 – 3 nests introduced 

July 2019 – 5 x queenless nests set up  

July 2019 – captive mating and release of 3 queens in areas near queenless 

nests 

July 2020 – 11 x queenless nests to Bovey 

July 2020 – 34 mated queens released 

 

Teigngrace Meadow 
July 2019 – one queenless nest set up 

November 2019 – 2 x full nest translocations 

July 2020 –2 x queenless nests set up 

July 2020 – 7 mated queens released 

 

Works were severely inhibited in 2020 due to Covid, so that overall numbers 

of introductions to other sites, and collection and rearing of mated queens, 

were much reduced. 

 

Development of nest translocation techniques, for which previously there 

was little or no information available, is a significant output from the project. 

These were further streamlined from full nest translocation using machinery, 

to less disruptive, more targeted and surgical methods with hand tools, and 

conceiving and trialling the innovation of ‘queenless nests’ as a less invasive 
alternative, with reduced impacts on donor nests.  

 

These are combined with investigating and devising practical  methods for 

collecting queens and males for captive mating / subsequent release at the 

introduction sites. As with translocations, methods were improved upon, for 

both collection in the field, and new techniques of temporary keeping of 

‘mini-nests’, in which small groups of ant workers were used to raise brood to 

queens and males, allowing easier and greater numbers of queens to be 

sourced for later captive mating and release.  

 

‘Queenless nests’ involve taking 150-200 workers, brood and nest material 

from selected donor nests on the main site Chudleigh Knighton and placing 

them in a pre-prepared nest site such as grass tussock on the introduction 

site. The rationale is that queenless nests contain and nurture brood that 

develops into queens, which will then either adopt the natal nest, disperse to 

another queenless nest, or at which captive-mated queens can be released. 

 

Full details of methods, results, conclusions, and recommendations are in 

contractors’ technical reports. Success or failure of translocations and 

queenless nests, and of captive rearing and release, are not fully known at this 

point. Further monitoring of introduced nests, for 5 years or more, would be 

needed. It is also strongly felt that trialling these techniques is unfinished and 

needs further seasons of creating queenless nests and captive rearing & 

release, if independent self- sustaining populations are to be established at 

the introduction sites.   

Technical advice 
provision 

• site managers Devon Wildlife Trust, who were project partners 

• Highways England, who own and manage an adjacent road verge site 

colonised by 9-10 F. exsecta nests 

• Cairngorms National Park, for Scottish F. exsecta work 



 

 

Links made with other 
taxa / conservation 
work? 

N/A – no other primary or secondary species targets 

Wider engagement & 
advocacy activities? 

• Attendance at external events e.g. local Woodland Fair running a stall and 

wood ant themed guided walks 2018 and 2019 (for Nest Quest) 

• Local schools visit day to Bovey Heathfield 2018 

• Volunteers’ practical task days at all three project sites 2017-2019 

approx. 3-4 / year 

• 2 x public guided walks at Chudleigh Knighton Heath 2019 

• Approximately weekly site nest monitoring visits with key  volunteers 

throughout the ant active seasons 2018-2019 

• Talks to Peninsula Invertebrate Forum 2017, Devon Local Nature 

Partnership 2018, Devon Wildlife Trust 2018 

• Nest Quest citizen science participation project focused on wood ant 

nests, though severely limited and scaled back due to Covid 2020, after 

initially planning for main Nest Quest promotion to take place in 2020 

• University student projects 

• Creation of Narrow-headed Ant themed art craft activity resources 

• Press and media coverage local, national, and social media 

 

2020 engagement activities and events entirely prevented by Covid. Some 

switching to online alternative resources but limited in comparison.  

BftB results obtained:  

Recorded Distribution 
(in BftB focal areas) 

Within main site Chudleigh Knighton: baseline reference data collected  

(2017). Apparently secure and no loss of range, present in compartments 8 

(throughout), 5 (half of compartment) and single nests in compartments 1 and 

7. Some evidence of nests colonising newly managed areas in cmpts 5 and 8 

but may be temporary pioneer effect and not conclusive; some nests in new 

areas have since become inactive or disappeared up to 2 years later (cmpt 5), 

others have persisted (cmpt 8). 

 

Translocations / introductions to other sites will represent the principal 

immediate method of expansion in range. Nests have been introduced and 

mated queens released at both of the other project sites Bovey Heathfield 

and Teigngrace Meadow. Certain nests currently remain active, but 

experience gained through the project  invites caution that these may act as if 

temporary ‘pioneer’ nests and may fail. By project end Dec 2020, results 

cannot be conclusive; there is evidence that translocated and queenless nests 

may be failing after 2 or 3 seasons post-translocation 



 

 

Recorded Abundance of 
species populations 

Within main site appears stable – no loss. It is not possible to enumerate 

precise number of independent nest colonies, due to cryptic status of nests 

and continuous dynamic turnover of nest numbers on short time scales (e.g. 

can be weekly change). The picture, and any estimate of numbers, is confused 

by: temporary nests which last for a few weeks or months, less than one 

season; nests which are transiently active or inactive on a particular survey 

day; satellite / subsidiary nests that are not autonomous but are not 

identifiable as such; nests which move location; nests which reactivate later in 

the season or year, sometimes after 2+ years of inactivity; nests with turnover 

of different resident ant species; increases and decreases in activity in certain 

years i.e. according to weather and prey in a particular year, which may 

stimulate greater or lesser nest and satellite nest building. Nest turnover 

appears to be high, perhaps 25-33% of all nest structures, varying proportions 

of which may be satellite nests only, each year. 

 

In the first year of the project 2017, 110 nest locations were logged. In the 

final year 2020, the total number of nest locations had reached 221. This is a 

cumulative total, whereby all previous nest locations have been added to 

transects and checked even if since becoming inactive; numbers of locations 

would then increase. There is also a caveat that the increasing number of nest 

sites found will partly be due to greater survey effort and proficiency from 

experience gained through 2017-2020. It is highly probable that more than 

110 nests were present in 2017. There appears to be genuine increase in 

number of nest structures on the adjacent road verge, from 2 – 10 between 

2017 – 2020, following management advice given to the Highways Agency, 

though it cannot be certain that all are autonomous, as opposed to subsidiary 

satellite, nests.   

 

It can be said that the population appears stable, with importantly no gross 

losses, which would indicate continuing decline, and there has been no 

sudden crash in numbers or sudden downward trajectory. The proportion of 

nests which are productive in any one season, that is, those that generate 

queens and males, seems consistent with what is understood of the species 

ecology.  

 

It can also be noted that there is a number of larger nests that have been 

active and generated queens and males throughout the 3-year project period, 

and so might be assumed to be long term perennially productive nests, 

important to the ongoing maintenance of the population.  

 

Full nests translocated to the two other introduction sites would not increase 

numbers overall. Where these fail, as a relatively high proportion appear to 

have done, the translocation intervention will be having a negative impact on 

overall total nest numbers. Use of the ‘queenless’ nest technique, extracting 
workers from donor nests but leaving the donor nest in situ, would provide a 

gain in nest numbers, should the queenless nests achieve longer term 

independence and survival. However care must be taken that repeatedly 

extracting from the same donor nest does not ultimately weaken that nest 

colony or render it unviable.  

 

Demonstrating the efficacy of the queenless nest technique requires further 

seasons of aftercare and monitoring; time between one full generation of ant 

colonies and the next may be as long as 28 years. There is no information on 

the length of time that should be needed for monitoring queenless / 

introduced nests so as to be able to confirm successful longer-term 

establishment, but it would be hoped to see evidence of those nests 

successfully overwintering each year and producing their own brood 

independently within 5 years.  



 

 

Other results 
documented? 

Gaining significantly more information on species ecology, and on trial nest 

establishment techniques, as well as new behavioural observations made 

Species Recovery Curve 
progress made 

From 1 (species’ taxonomy is sufficiently well-understood to enable 

appropriate targeting of conservation action) to 6 (potential recovery 

solutions have been trialled) 

Other measures of 
species recovery 
progress? e.g. FCS 

Apparently stable at main site, though could not say in FCS nationally, in 

context of historic decline / loss from other sites, and where there is no 

prospect of natural recolonisation or recovery of former range without direct 

intervention, and while the species is extant, and so remains critically 

dependent, on a single site.  

 

Management in favourable condition and future of the main site in the 

immediate to midterm should be secure (it is a SSSI nature reserve managed 

by a county Wildlife Trust) but there are some latent risks in the long-term 

future, where the main site is leased only by the Wildlife Trust from a 

minerals company, and where the site has active mineral rights. At some point 

in the future it would be anticipated those rights would be sought to be 

exercised.  

  

Although the main site (and the introduction sites) are managed suitably and 

effectively for heathland conservation, by the same Wildlife Trust, whilst on 

the main site this might be expected to promote spreading of the species to 

other parts of the site, this does not appear to happen. This suggests there 

may be other factor(s), speculatively possibly barriers to dispersal, 

microhabitat or host species availability, or some behavioural / reproductive 

strategy of the ants themselves, which makes them poor at dispersing more 

widely.   

Recommendations for 
future work:- 

• Must be to continue to try to work out methods towards establishing 

self-sustaining populations at other sites – there is no prospect of 

recolonisation of former or new sites without direct conservation 

intervention 

• Continue experimental queenless trials for at least 1 – 2 further seasons, 

and hopefully for longer, at the other BftB project sites, especially 

targeting efforts to the most recent former site Bovey Heathfield, over 

Teigngrace (which is more experimental, and may not be wholly suitable) 

• Continuation of regular monitoring, at main site and aftercare of nests at 

introduction sites. Due to longevity of queens (up to 10 or 28 years, 

depending on polygyny or monogyny), it may take 5-10 years before 

could demonstrate success of any technique 

• Continue ongoing favourable management at the main site, including with 

targeted actions in key areas to promote nest colonisation outward unto 

newly managed areas, plus occasional ‘gardening’ around nests that are 

under immediate threat of scrub encroachment. Retain small birches near 

to nests for aphids (but discourage and control mature birch from seeding 

and scrub encroachment)  

• Continue to liaise with Highways England over the road verge adjacent to 

the main site 

• Continue to liaise with Cairngorms National Park over Scottish F. exsecta 

populations projects and information sharing 

• Look into reviewing the SSSI citation, updating it to include Formica 

exsecta as a listed feature  

• Investigate other local district sites (Teignbridge / Dartmoor and south 

Devon) for potential nest introduction 

• Retain and continue Nest Quest as an ongoing web-based resource 

 


