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Executive Summary  
 
The Narrow-headed ant (Formica exsecta) has always been rare on selected heathland and 
moorland edge sites in southern England, undergoing a progressive decline over the last 100 
years and especially in the last 50 years. By 2004, the entire English population had been lost 
from all sites except one, having dwindled to a single Devon Wildlife Trust nature reserve in 
South Devon, where it is present mostly in one main compartment. The species is at risk of 
extinction from England altogether.  

The Back from the Brink project had two main strands – reduce the risk of extinction by 
establishing Narrow-headed ant populations at other sites in South Devon, and a programme 
of community outreach themed on wood ants more generally.  

With significant gaps in knowledge to conserve the Narrow-headed ant or methods for 
introducing or re-introducing the species  to sites, it was essential to gain insights through 
species surveys, habitat assessments and studying their ecology. The project identified the 
most appropriate monitoring methodologies for the species and trialled novel techniques for 
nest translocations and for nest division to create queenless nests for introductions, as well as 
the collection, rearing and release of mated queen ants.  

Targeted habitat creation, restoration and maintenance were achieved across the project 
sites, through capital works funding, and liaising with site managers to support and advise 
annual work programmes. The project benefited significantly from DWT’s role as a partner, 
including practical habitat maintenance, nest introductions, volunteer and events support, 
access to equipment, and the relevant permissions. The project introduced 24 Narrow-
headed ant nests to two project sites, and over 40 mated queen ants were reared and 
released. On their main site, the numbers of nests doubled from 110 to 221 during the 
project as a result of improved management and monitoring.  Relationships were forged with 
other key partners on the species, such as National Highways, the National Wood Ant 
Steering Group, and the Wild Planet Trust . Site managers and volunteers were trained in nest 
monitoring, and knowledge gained through the project was shared to inform and improve 
future action for the species, as a legacy of the BftB project.   

Community engagement work comprised public events, guided walks, activity stalls, school 
groups visit day, student projects, themed crafts, and creation of downloadable resources- 
reaching over 1,500 people. This included high profile filmed segments on both the BBC One 
Show and Countryfile showcasing the work. Volunteers contributed immense and crucial 
support, for practical habitat management, surveys, nest monitoring, and significant input into 
technical operations such as nest translocation and aftercare. Over 100 people volunteered 
and learned new skills, amounting to 495 days of time, bringing an estimated added value of 
nearly £43,000. This volunteer group will continue into the future, as an important legacy of 
the project. Nest Quest, a citizen science public participation survey focusing on wood ants, 
was launched and will continue beyond the project, but the original plans were severely 
affected by Covid, as was all public-facing work in the final year.  

  



 
 
 

 

 
 

At the close of the project, although populations of Narrow-headed ant are not self-
sustaining, significant progress has been made in understanding how this might be achieved 
in future. Invaluable information gained on translocation and monitoring techniques, as well 
as improved management approaches have helped to improve the prospects for the species. 
Land managers have also got strong relationships with the experienced and dedicated 
volunteers to support future monitoring and site management for the species.  

 

Back from the Brink 
 
Back from the Brink was established as a game-changing partnership to turn the tide for our 
most threatened species and inspire the next generation to care for England’s most 
vulnerable wildlife. 
 
An innovative collaboration between seven species NGOs and Natural England has brought 
integrated effort to five landscapes, two threatened habits nationally and to twelve individual 
species projects across England. The aim was for twenty species to be turned back from the 
brink of extinction and for the fortunes of a further 204 species to be directly improved or 
indirectly benefitted. 
 
The BftB aim was for 60,000 people (landowners, volunteers and communities) to directly 
experience the joy of saving threatened species, and over a million more to discover, value 
and act for our natural heritage long after project end. The programme has aimed to 
exemplify a new approach to nature conservation delivery, embedding a lasting legacy of 
joined up working between the project partners. 

 
1. Key project information 
A BftB partner organisation led the work of this project, working with a number of other 
bodies within the BftB partnership and beyond. 

 
Lead organisation: 
Buglife 
 

Partner organisations: 
Devon Wildlife Trust and Bees, Wasps & Ants Recording Society (BWARS) 
 

Total project cost: 
£ 59,406 
 
 



 
 
 

 

 
 

2. Why this project was needed  
A rationale for the issues that the project has aimed to address was produced as part of its 
development phase, with any subsequent updates and evolution of thinking also now 
included. 
 
The Narrow-headed ant (Formica exsecta) is a rare ant entirely restricted to the Scottish 
Highlands and one remaining site in England.  It is the only representative of the 
Coptoformica group in the UK, related, but separate, to wood ants. Always rare on heathland 
and moorland edge sites in southern England, it has suffered a progressive decline over 100 
years and especially in the last 50 years, surviving solely at one site since 2004. Being 
reduced to a single population means this species is at high risk of extinction in England, and 
as such was listed as a priority species for conservation action under the UK Biodiversity 
Action Plan, now a Section 41-listed Species of Principal Importance under the Natural 
Environment and Rural Communities (NERC) Act (2006). It is also threatened in Scotland and 
declining in Europe. 
 
In the UK this ant has always had a highly disjunct distribution but used to be more 
widespread in southern coastal counties of England, from the New Forest in Hampshire, 
Dorset heaths, Isle of Wight and to the edges of Dartmoor in Devon. It continues to persist at 
its one remaining English site - Chudleigh Knighton Heath in Devon - but without targeted 
conservation action the Narrow-headed ant is at risk of becoming extinct in England. 
 
This project aimed to establish populations of Narrow-headed ant at two heathland sites in 
South Devon.  One receptor site, Bovey Heathfield, represents a reintroduction/re-
establishment, following the relatively recent extinction of the species at this site (2004). The 
BftB project carried out detailed monitoring and field observations, leading to development 
and testing of innovative new nest translocation and introduction techniques. The increase in 
knowledge gained also underpins formulation of guidelines for future Narrow-headed ant 
species recovery work. 
 
The project involved volunteers in comprehensive surveys of Chudleigh Knighton Heath, to 
determine the number, distribution and reproductive status of Narrow-headed ant nest 
colonies at their last remaining location. Volunteers also assisted with practical habitat 
restoration and maintenance, Narrow-headed ant nest introductions, and monitoring nests 
post-translocation, across each of the project sites.    
 
Beyond the three project focus sites, public engagement took place through community-
based events and a citizen science survey, Nest Quest, to improve awareness of wood ant 
status and distribution in Devon, providing an opportunity for local people to learn about 
wood ants. 
 
This was a partnership project between Buglife and Devon Wildlife Trust (DWT). 
 
  

  



 
 
 

 

 
 

3. What this project aimed to achieve 
The extent to which the original project aim and objectives were met is assessed here, as well 
as any additional elements incorporated by the project during its delivery.  

 
Project aim 
To prevent the extinction of the Narrow-headed ant in England by establishing two additional 
populations in Devon and ensure that all three populations have a sustainable future.  To 
provide local communities with opportunities to play a part in the conservation of this 
species, and to learn more about wood ants. 

 
RAG rating – GREEN 

Narrative –  

Certain aims, such as gaining of population status information through surveys, development 
of new Narrow-headed ant nest introduction techniques, volunteer engagement and 
partnership working, have been very successful. However, while the project has been able to 
introduce nests to the two other sites, long-term survival of these colonies is uncertain, so it 
cannot be said confidently that self-sustaining populations were established. This requires 
detailed monitoring through project legacy and the species will still require targeted 
management on its occupied sites. 

Notwithstanding this, notable new knowledge about species ecology has been gained, and 
new techniques developed for nest status monitoring, nest translocation, captive rearing of 
queen ants, and refinement and innovations with experimental queenless nests.  

In retrospect, fully self-sustaining colony establishment was highly ambitious in the project 
timescales available. There has been a high failure rate of translocated nests, but in most 
cases not until two years after introduction to sites; reasons for failure are not clear. 
Queenless nests, while promising, need further testing. Monitoring over a much longer 
timescales is needed to gauge or demonstrate the effectiveness of these methods – 
realistically five years or potentially up to 20 years, to match the lifespan of a F. exsecta 
queen. As a consequence, there is not yet a proven guaranteed method for introductions to 
other sites, though significant progress has been made towards this. For the present, the 
immediate future of the existing and new populations should be safeguarded by integration 
of suitable targeted actions in site management plan, and the testing of further translocation 
methods and potentially supplementary translocations . 

Local community contributions through volunteering have been substantial, with targets 
exceeded and volunteers participating in skilled technical operations such as nest 
introductions and captive queen rearing. A subsequent advantage has been that volunteers 
have carried out what was originally planned for specialist contractors, with resulting financial 
savings. Public engagement through events, themed activity resources, and media coverage 
showed success, though a main community outreach citizen science element for wood ants, 
Nest Quest, received low uptake, severely affected by Covid, which also hampered site work 
in the final season. The adverse impacts of Covid on project targets are acknowledged: in the 
final field season, no public events, volunteer parties, group site surveys, or project officer site 
visits were possible. This significantly impacted on the targeted engagement, nest 



 
 
 

 

 
 

introduction programme, and greater promotion of Nest Quest which were all planned during 
the project’s final year. 

A final overall RAG rating of green has been selected, in respect of project targets mostly 
having been met, and accounting for circumstances such as ant life history and Covid, 
however, amber-rated difficulties and shortcomings are recognised.   

How was this achieved? 
 

Original objective RAG rating Accompanying narrative 
 

Trial new species translocation 
techniques 

 New species translocation and introduction techniques for 
Narrow-headed ant were conceived, trialled and further 
refined. 

Establish two new populations 
of the Narrow-headed ant in 
Devon 

 Pioneer nests introduced to two new sites, but could not 
be said at this time to have established self-sustaining 
populations due the limited time that has elapsed. This is 
not a failure of the project, but the requirement for long-
term monitoring to provide certainly that the novel 
techniques are successful and appropriate for the species. 

Monitor the existing population 
to ensure that it remains healthy 
and sustainable  

 The existing population was thoroughly monitored, with 
new method developed for assessing nest activity and 
reproductive status. 

Manage the habitat at the donor 
site and receptor sites to allow 
populations to expand and 
spread naturally 

 Capital works carried out at introduction sites. Ongoing 
routine management at the main (donor) site was 
supported. Targeted management actions for Narrow-
headed ant were identified and implemented in 
partnership with land managers. 

Provide opportunities for 
volunteers to play an active role 
in the conservation of Narrow-
headed ants 

 Volunteers were actively involved in all aspects of the 
project where possible, including nest monitoring, nest 
translocations and introductions, captive rearing, 
attendance at planning meetings, and at community 
events. 

Run a citizen science project to 
find out more about wood ant 
distribution in Devon, and 
provide an opportunity for the 
public to learn more about these 
amazing creatures 

 The Nest Quest community participation survey was 
launched, with additional supporting resources created 
and made available online. However, main period for 
promotion in the final year was drastically impacted by 
Covid-19, severely inhibiting public participation and 
engagement. A shift to online approaches was adopted but 
it had limitations in terms of reaching new audiences. Nest 
Quest has been extended as part of legacy actions, and 
will remain available as a resource after the BftB project 
on the Buglife website. 

Additional objectives adopted? 
Genetics study; liaison with Ant 
Working Group/UK wood ant 
BAP steering group (based in 
Scotland)  

 The project was able to contribute to a Narrow-headed 
ant UK-wide genetics study. Connections with the Ant 
Working Group also ensured mutual sharing of 
information with Narrow-headed ant workers in Scotland  

RAG key: 
Red: Not achieved 
Amber: Partially 
Green: Fully 



 
 
 

 

 
 

 

4. What the project delivered 
The final outputs produced are set out in relation to the project targets and measurement 
method (as modified during the project implementation where appropriate). 

Output How this was 
measured 

Final Target Final Achieved 
 

Annual 
monitoring of 
Chudleigh 
Knighton 
population. 

Monitoring 
shows no 
decrease in 
number of nests 
at Chudleigh 
Knighton Heath 
- progress 
monitored 
annually 

Monitor 
annually (4 
years) 

Annual monitoring achieved each year 2017-2020. 
2020 limited due to Covid. The number of nests 
appears stable with no notable decrease. Increases 
recorded where nests have colonised some newly 
managed areas. 
 
Additional work was also delivered at Chudleigh 
Knighton during project extension work in 2021, with 
volunteer led in situ mating and release of queens 
during July. 

Reintroduce 
Narrow-headed 
ant to Bovey 
Heathfield. 

New 
populations 
monitored 
annually 

At least three 
and up to 6 nest 
translocations 
(due to 
alternative 
methods being 
used; original 
target of one 
set). 
 
10 queenless 
nests, combined 
with queen 
releases 
(original target 
of three sets of 
queen 
translocations) 

• Three full nest translocations in 2018. Two or 
potentially all three of which may have failed by 
Dec 2020) 

• Five queenless nests created in 2019. At least one 
appeared to have failed by Dec 2020. 

• 11 queenless nests in 2020. Five are assessed to 
have failed and Six assessed as active or 
overwintering by Dec 2020. 

• 2019 trials- Three mated queens reared and 
released at or near queenless nests 

• 2020 trials- At least 34 mated queens reared and 
released at or near queenless nests 

• However, monitoring in 2021 indicated that only a 
single queenless nest remained active by the end of 
further monitoring in 2021. 

 
Narrative continued below ….  

( …. continued) 
 

Covid restricted the final 2020 field season, so that fewer translocations/introductions were carried out, following 
the 2019 project re-profiling and setting of revised targets.  
 

There has been a relatively low long term survival rate of translocated and queenless nests, though nest failure has 
not occurred until 2-3 years post-introduction, and reasons for failure are not clear, when other nests ostensibly in 
similar situations survive.  
 

Reasons for failure of translocated nests are uncertain. Proposed indicator steps to full nest establishment post-
translocation introduction are postulated as: i) nest and thatch maintenance; ii) foraging and aphid farming activity 
seen; iii) ability to re-locate nest; iv) successful overwintering, with worker activity seen in spring; v) brood 
production; vi) evidence of satellite nest budding; vii) queen and male generation; and viii) appearance of new 
autonomous nests. Most introduced nests achieved overwintering and subsequent brood production but appeared 
to fail in the season after their second overwintering i.e. 2 years post-translocation/introduction.    
 

All new nests were monitored post-introduction, approximately weekly throughout the active season. There was 
limited nest aftercare during Covid-19 restrictions, affecting the frequency of supplementary feeding, which may 
also have contributed to nest failure. 

  



 
 
 

 

 
 

Introduce 
Narrow-headed 
ant to Teigngrace 
Meadow. 

New population 
monitored 
annually 

10 nests, either 
by full nest 
translocation 
(original target 
of one set), or by 
queenless nests 
combined with  
queen releases 
(due to 
alternative 
methods being 
used; original 
target of two 
sets of queen 
translocations)  

• Three nests in 2019: two full nest translocations 
and one small queenless nest. One of the full nests 
appeared to have failed by 2020/21, as has the 
small queenless nest. However, the small queenless 
was successfully re-located, overwintered and 
produced spring brood in early 2020. The other full 
nest translocation from 2019 remains active and 
appears robust at end of 2020 monitoring. 

• Two queenless nests in 2020 (one since failed, one 
active at end of 2020) 

• 2020: four mated queens released near queenless 
nests. 

• 2021 additional monitoring indicated that only a 
single translocated nest remains at Teigngrace, 
which was recorded as being very active. 

 
Narrative continued below ….  

( …. continued) 
 
In 2019 the project set revised targets, but Covid restricted the final 2020 field season, so that fewer 
translocations/introductions were carried out. Spring visits were possible, however, only limited nest translocation 
aftercare was possible due to Covid restrictions and may have contributed to nest failure. 
 

Fewer nest introductions to Teigngrace Meadow was also due to concerns over its habitat suitability, based on 
observations of nest reactions and activity through the project that were unknown during the project planning 
stage. There appear to be no Formica fusca colonies present at Teigngrace, the usual host ant species socially 
parasitised by Narrow-headed ant queens for founding of new nests, and although another potential host species is 
present (F. cunicularia), there are few documented cases of nest founding based on F. cunicularia in the scientific 
literature. There are also few or no tussocks of Purple moor-grass (Molinia caerulea), in which nests seem to be 
preferentially built at other sites, and into which nest colonies may more readily relocate. In hot summer conditions, 
aphids and their honeydew appeared to become scarcer, and soil structure baked hard, limiting both ant burrowing 
beneath the nest for overwintering, and for foraging for subterranean prey such as worms. In light of these 
uncertainties it was decided to concentrate efforts in the Covid-curtailed 2020 season on introducing more nests 
to Bovey Heathfield instead, in the hope of increasing the chances of establishment there.  
 

Of the failed nests, one queenless nest and one full translocated nest failed quickly, within 6 weeks and soon after 
overwintering respectively. The smaller queenless nest from 2019 surpassed expectations, surviving invasion of its 
original nest site by another ant species in summer 2019, establishing a hitherto unseen nest type in a mossy 
substrate below a birch tree, overwintering 2019, and showing spring activity and brood production in 2020. 
 

Except in the final 2020 season affected by Covid, all new nests were monitored post-introduction, approximately 
weekly throughout the active season. 
 

Reasons for failure of translocated nests are uncertain, and there are only very small sample sizes for purposes of 
any experimental comparison. Some speculative thoughts are: 
• New nests in ‘pioneer’ situations have a latent risk of failure, similar failure after a time lag has been reported in 

F. rufa nest translocations. We have seen new naturally generated nests in newly cleared areas of the main site 
also fail after two years. 

• Perhaps the queen dies at a point between years one and two after translocation. We know from brood 
produced that a queen must still have been present in the first season after translocation. A time lag of two 
years could then be the time it takes for the impacts of declines of worker numbers to fall below the threshold 
for nest viability to become apparent. 

• Perhaps unsuitable kinds of nests have been used for translocations. Vigorously active smaller satellite or 
transient type nests, with brood and hence queens present, have generally been selected, and never large 
nests, for reasons of practicality and reducing impact on the donor population 

• Perhaps an unsuitable translocation methodology has been used, though we are confident queens and all 
workers found have been transported intact, and that the time of year (autumn) has the least impact, while also 
being when workers are still plentiful 



 
 
 

 

 
 

• Possible lack of feeding resources at the new sites. Many translocated nests were not immediately close to 
birch trees for aphid farming, as many natural nests on the main site appear to be. Selection of nest locations 
was informed by a trade-off between foraging resources and presence of host species F. fusca, and sites were 
assessed to have sufficient honeydew and protein sources present within 5-10m of translocated nests. Some 
translocated nests still failed if near birch, or survived if not near birch. Also, supplementary feeding was carried 
out to mitigate this factor (except restricted in 2020 due to Covid-19). 

Habitat 
management at all 
three sites to 
provide the right 
conditions for 
Narrow-headed 
ant. 

 All three sites 
over the course 
of the project. 

Capital works were carried out at all three project sites, 
with targeted management in the immediate vicinity of 
nests as well as surrounding areas to allow for their 
expansion across project sites. 

Site managers and 
volunteers trained 
in Narrow-headed 
ant survey and 
monitoring 
techniques. 

Number 
attending 
training 
workshops and 
contributing to 
the project. 

50 66 people trained consisting of: 
 

• Five site managers trained- one related to the 
road verge. 

• 51 volunteers trained in ant nest census 
techniques. 

• 11 regular volunteers during monitoring 
sessions. 

Ant survey 
training workshop 

Project Officer’s 
attendance 
records 

5 (original target 
of 4) 

Five ant survey training workshops held. A further 
additional workshop was planned but cancelled due to 
Covid restrictions. 

Number of 
volunteers 
assisting with site 
surveys and 
monitoring. 

Project Officer’s 
attendance 
records 

20 per year – 80 
total 

98 volunteers supported the project, including eight 
specialist volunteers who supported intensive weekly 
monitoring and 90 who supported site nest census 
events.  

Number of people 
taking part in 
Nest Quest. 

Number of 
people taking 
part in Nest 
Quest – 
monitored 
annually 

 400 (original 
target of 600) 

71 Nest Quest records have been submitted to the 
website. 
 
In addition 574 people engaged by attending  
a Nest Quest themed guided walk, making an ant 
model at an event, viewed Nest Quest videos or 
downloaded ant model templates. 
 
52 other organisations and individuals were also 
engaged to promote Nest Quest. 
 
The number of people reached or taking part is 
anticipated to be higher than numbers submitting Nest 
Quest records. The main planned promotional period 
was severely restricted and the approach modified due 
to Covid restrictions in 2020. The original plan involved 
local school visits and a programme of face-to-face 
events and activities, however, the activity was forced 
online. Nest Quest resources will continue to be 
available post-project on the Buglife website and form 
a useful engagement resource for the species. 

 

 



 
 
 

 

 
 

5. What difference the project made 

The nature of how the project delivered against the National Lottery Heritage Fund’s 14 
‘Outcomes for Heritage’ is described briefly here. 
  

National Lottery Heritage Fund 
(W – weighted) 

The project has met this outcome by… 
 

Outcomes for Heritage: 
▪ Better managed (W ) 

 
▪ All existing and new Narrow-

headed ant sites will be 
monitored and management 
advice given. 

▪ Habitat management for Narrow-
headed ant at three sites. 

 

The condition of all project sites, plus the adjacent road verge site, were 
monitored regularly throughout the project during weekly nest 
monitoring visits.  Areas requiring management were identified and the 
results of management actions noted.  
 
Management advice was given to all site owners/managers for sites 
with Narrow-headed ant nests, through site meetings, written 
recommendations, and inserts for site management plans.   
 
Targeted habitat management for Narrow-headed ant was carried out 
at all three project sites and the adjacent road verge, by contractors, 
DWT staff, and volunteer teams. The detail below outlines intensive 
spot management of localised areas immediately around nests, but not 
wider site under annual routine management or grazing: 
 
Chudleigh Knighton Heath- Targeted management by DWT staff and 
volunteer teams.  
• Mowing of firebreaks, swaling and clearance of scrub, opened up 

areas for nest colonisation of approximately 0.46ha, 0.82ha and 
0.64ha respectively. 

• ‘Ant glade’ wildlife corridor expanded by approximately 0.18ha.  
• Gorse clearance near to nests of approximately 0.1ha. 
Total area of 2.2ha specifically improved for Narrow-headed ant. 
However a wider area of 20.86ha where nests are located was also 
maintained. 
Additional management was undertaken in 2021 in response to a 
drastic increase in scrub in nest areas on the main compartment, as a 
result of decreased management activity during Covid restrictions. 
Volunteers alerted DWT and coordinated DWT work party responses 
to improve the condition rapidly and reduce the impacts on ant 
populations. 
 
Bovey Heathfield- Targeted management by contractors, DWT staff 
and volunteer teams: 
• Capital works restored 0.4ha of heathland stand. 
• Volunteer team tasks restored 0.4 ha of heathland. 
Total habitat areas of 0.8ha specifically improved for Narrow-headed 
ant. Main compartment area of 15.75ha maintained where nest 
introductions have taken place.  
 
 



 
 
 

 

 
 

Teigngrace Meadow-  Targeted management by contractors, DWT staff 
and volunteer teams 
• 0.15ha of dense scrub was cleared from areas alongside nest 

introduction area, and grazing infrastructure installed to enable 
grazing management over 6.9ha  

• Volunteer teams cleared 0.2ha dense scrub, including intensive spot 
management of ‘ant slope’ introduction area around nests. 

 
Total habitat areas of 7.25ha improved for Narrow-headed ant. This 
does not include scrub clearance in other areas of the site under routine 
management 
 
Road verge- management by National Highways (NH) and volunteers; 
not a BftB project site 
• Verge maintenance by NH contractors under supervision of NH 

ecologist. Some spot management around nests by NH ecologist 
and BftB volunteers. 

• Provision of advice for targeted management for Narrow-headed 
ant nests across the site’s 644m2 area, incidents of unsuitable verge 
maintenance highlighted and plans developed to install site 
infrastructure. 

• Yellow rattle seed purchased and sown by volunteers to support 
habitat maintenance.  

• Long-term sympathetic management regime agreed and put in 
place to safeguard the population. 

▪ In better condition (W) 
 

▪ At the end of the project we hope 
to have three healthy and self-
sustaining populations of Narrow-
headed ant in Devon. 

 

All three sites, and the additional road verge site, are in better condition 
and with greater area of habitat available for Narrow-headed ant as a 
result of the BftB project. 
 
The population has been maintained at the original site Chudleigh 
Knighton Heath, but it could not be said that self-sustaining populations 
have been established at the two introduction sites. Further nest 
introductions are needed, and time to prove success or otherwise of 
introduction techniques. At present, there appears to be a high rate of 
failure of introduced nests. 
 
However, not only are sites in better condition, but management plans 
have been put in place to secured the site condition for the future and 
allow for the natural expansion of ant population on sites.  

▪ Better interpreted & 
explained 

 
▪ People across Devon, and visitors 

to the county will have the 
opportunity to learn more about 
wood ants, their ecology and 
behaviour, and the important role 
they play in maintaining healthy 
ecosystems. 

People across Devon, visitors to the county, and nationally were given 
the opportunity to learn more about wood ants and wood ecology, and 
the ant’s rarity and conservation story through: 
• Participation in Nest Quest citizen science survey for wood ant 

nests by the end of December 2021 
• Two local woodland festival events were attended, with 

approximately 600 attendees, of which 100 engaged directly at the 
project stall, and 32 joined guided walks.  

• 4 local schools were engaged, including 122 pupils and 14 teaching 
staff. 



 
 
 

 

 
 

▪ The project will highlight one of 
Devon’s rarest, and lesser known 
species, and the conservation 
work that will give Narrow-
headed ants a brighter future. 

• A Nest Quest webpage has been created, with downloadable 
resources and videos to promote wood ants and how to submit 
Nest Quest records. 

• Activity stall at Bristol Wildscreen festival. 
• Narrow headed Ant information and profiles on Buglife webpages 

and for The Wildlife Trusts webpage . 
• Featured in three publications (two poetry collections, for ‘26 Wild’ 

and ‘Vanishings’, and one non-fiction ‘Framing Nature’)  
 

▪ Identified/recorded 
 
▪ All existing and new Narrow-

headed ant populations will be 
monitored. 

▪ Data from Nest Quest will be 
made available to conservation 
partners, land managers and 
recording schemes. 

Nests on all project sites, plus on the adjacent road verge, were 
monitored intensively, through five nest census events and weekly nest 
status monitoring through the active season 2018-2019. All 
translocated and introduced nests were monitored.  
 
Data from Nest Quest will continue to be submitted to the Devon 
Biodiversity Records Centre. Reports from Narrow-headed ant 
translocation and introduction trials forwarded to partners and key 
contacts.  

Outcomes for people: 
▪ Skills development (W) 

 
▪ Buglife staff, DWT site managers, 

site wardens and volunteers will 
be trained in survey and 
identification techniques for 
Narrow-headed ant and other ant 
species. 

▪ Buglife staff will develop new 
skills in translocation techniques 
for Narrow-headed ant, and share 
those skills when opportunities 
arise. 

Volunteers and staff were trained in survey and identification 
techniques for Narrow-headed ant. Five nest census sweep/training 
workshops were held, with at least 51 different attendees. 15 further 
volunteers learned more advanced survey and identification skills 
through regular weekly site monitoring visits.  
 
108 people learned skills directly and 362 learned skills indirectly, for 
identifying Narrow-headed ants, wood ants, and about the nests, 
ecology, behaviour and conservation of both. Other skills gained by 
volunteers included photography, filming and presenting, designing and 
running community events, KS1 and KS2 activities for schools, and 
preparing written text for interpretation and activity materials. 
 
Feedback forms were sent to site managers and volunteers. Both 
groups felt better able to identify Narrow-headed ant nests as a result 
of the BftB project, some significantly so (increase from 1 lowest level 
to 5 highest level). All volunteers returning forms felt they had gained 
new skills and knowledge (75% many new skills; 25% some new skills).  
 
For site managers, there were generally high baselines of pre-existing 
knowledge of Narrow-headed ant nest identification, habitat 
requirements, and targeted management techniques prior to the BftB 
project. Where feedback forms were not used, this was matched by 
comments given in verbal feedback. Increases in levels of knowledge 
were nevertheless also recorded among site managers, with the extra 
detail and information on pinpoint locations of nests, and on 
distribution of nests, being said to be useful. 
 
Buglife staff and volunteers developed new skills in translocation 
techniques, with this information shared with DWT site managers and 



 
 
 

 

 
 

with other ant workers nationally. Feedback forms from site managers 
suggested further training in translocation techniques would be needed 
if, after the BftB project, there are plans for site managers to carry out 
additional nest translocations or introductions. (At present a fully 
successful methodology has not been confirmed, as discussed under 4 
above; providing information on translocation/introduction techniques 
is addressed under 9. Legacy below).     

▪ Learning about heritage 
(W) 

 
▪ People across Devon, and visitors 

to the county will have the 
opportunity to learn more about 
wood ants, their ecology and 
behaviour, and the important role 
they play in maintaining healthy 
ecosystems. 

Learning about heritage, in the form specifically of wood ant ecology, 
behaviour and the role of wood ants in maintaining ecosystems, was 
principally through Nest Quest (see above under ‘Better interpreted and 
explained’ for details), focused on a citizen science survey for wood ants 
nests. Supporting activities included information/themed stalls at 
events, guided walks, schools’ visit day, webpage, downloadable 
resources, promotion to other organisations and groups, a Western 
Morning News article, and social media. 
 
52 organisations, groups, visitor centres and publicity outlets were 
contacted directly to disseminate information more widely; 61 Nest 
Quest records were received by end of Dec 2020; 122 local school 
children and over 100 event attendees were spoken to directly.  
  
Further public events for Nest Quest were curtailed in 2020 due to 
Covid.  
 
From feedback forms received, the following proportions of participants 
gained a greater awareness and appreciation of wood ants in relation 
to: 
100% - ant nest architecture and nest properties 
75% - busyness and work rate activity of ant colonies 
75% - maintaining habitats, by influencing distributions of other plants 
and other invertebrates 
50% - the role ants play in the wider environment, recycling nutrients, 
controlling pests 
25% - providing for other species, which either feed on ants or live in 
ant nests 
 
For the Narrow-headed ant, from feedback from the core group of 
regular volunteers, 50% were already familiar with particular and 
detailed facts about the species; 25% had not heard of or been aware of 
the Narrow-headed ant before, and 25% knew a little or had heard of 
the name before.  
 
From verbal feedback at the schools visit day 20 June 2018, all classes 
correctly answered quiz questions at Key Stage 2 level about wood ant 
adaptations, nests, habitats, and the benefits of the services provided 
by wood ants. Teachers’ feedback from all participating schools 
reported that pupils developed ‘enthusiasm for the topic’, ‘thinking 
skills’ and ‘speaking and listening skills’. All schools believed they would 
use the topics raised for further study.  



 
 
 

 

 
 

▪ People with have changed 
attitudes and/or behaviour 

 
▪ We hope that through learning 

more about Devon’s special 
ants, people will appreciate 
them, and other insects, more. 

People on average appreciated ants and wildlife more after 
participation in events and volunteering.  
 
Of regular volunteers providing feedback, half reported an increased 
liking for ants (by one step on a scale of 1-5), and half no change (but 
with a high baseline interest level, giving a rating of 5 both before and 
after the project).   
 
In relation to nature/wildlife more generally, half reported an increased 
interest or appreciation by 4-5 steps on a scale of 1-5, and half reported 
about the same level of interest... 
 
From the schools visit day, approximately half of pupils thought 
favourably of ants at the start of the activity session. After the session, 
on average 20-30% pupils thought more favourably of ants, either liking 
them more, or disliking them less.    
 
From the woodland festival guided walks, 66% of respondents reported 
an increased liking for ants, of between 2-5 steps on a scale of 1-7, and 
33% of respondents no change (but already liking ants at the highest 
level 7 before the walk).  

▪ People will have had an 
enjoyable experience 

 
▪ Whilst being educational we also 

hope the Nest Quest will provide 
a fun way of learning about some 
of Devon’s most interesting 
wildlife.  

Special effort was made to ensure learning of skills and educational 
activities were enjoyable.  
 
From the schools’ day feedback, teachers rated their pupils’ enjoyment 
of the event as 4-5 on a scale of 1-5, with half of schools giving 4 and 
half 5. 
 
Of volunteers providing feedback, the activities ‘most enjoyed’ were:   
75% - ant nest surveys and monitoring 
50% - observations trials and experiments 
50% - social aspects    
50% - nest translocations and aftercare 
50% - practical tasks, habitat management  
25% - Nest Quest  
25% - other (not specified)   
0% - community events, such as guided walks, stall at woodland fair 
0% - educational and schools group visits 
 
To some extent these reflect the activities most frequently carried out, 
and that some respondents did not take part in all of the categories. 
Although community events was not a ‘most enjoyed’ activity, one 
volunteer feedback comment was that they would have liked to have 
been involved in more community events.   

• Volunteering time 
 
▪ Volunteers will be involved in 

maintaining suitable habitat for 
Narrow-headed ants at the three 

Volunteers were involved in habitat maintenance, nest surveys and 
monitoring. 155 individuals gave their time, amounting to 495 person 
days, with an equivalent value of c. £43,000.  
 



 
 
 

 

 
 

sites, and in surveys and 
monitoring. 

16 volunteer habitat management practical tasks were held. Five 
volunteer nest census sweep events, and regular, approximately weekly, 
nest monitoring sessions, with 98 people involved through these in the 
course of the project.  
 
A team of 8-10 core regular volunteers joined in regularly. Wider roles 
expanded the types of volunteer contribution: 
• Nest monitoring, with more detailed nest status assessment. 
• Preparation of nest and habitat management maps. 
• Field observations and research, ant marking and recapture. 
• Spot management of habitat around nests. 
• Giving key practical help with nest translocations and introductions. 
• Aftercare of translocated/introduced nests at new sites. 
• Keeping a captive nest at home, trialling artificial rearing of queens 

and males. 
• Taking video footage and photos, creating artwork, writing blog. 
• TV filming, preparations and appearing on camera. 
• Taking part in site walkover meetings and discussion of upcoming 

winter practical management works. 
• Taking part in steering group meeting. 
• Opportunities for tertiary level education: three university student 

research thesis projects (habitat modelling, Anglia Ruskin 
University; detailed study of Narrow-headed ant nest properties, 
Plymouth University; habitat modelling comparing Scottish and 
English populations, University of Bath); one university essay 
assignment (Aberdeen University); two science 
communication/broadcast media coursework projects (Plymouth 
University); degree student groups from Bicton College (East 
Devon) and Petroc College (North Devon); liaison with James 
Hutton Institute for genetics research.   

• National ant experts giving feedback on project news and advice on 
translocation and introduction trials. 

• Helping with samples for DNA analysis. 
• Helping with community events, woodland festival, schools day; 

leading a survey group; developing themed activities; writing text 
for interpretation materials.  

• Approaching local contacts e.g. village newsletter. 
• Trialling ant model activity. 
• Trialling Nest Quest website, providing proofreading and feedback 

on Nest Quest materials.  
• Welcoming other volunteers. 

Outcomes for communities: 
▪ Environmental impacts 

reduced (W) 
Not a project aim, but targeted, less intensive management of the 
adjacent road verge site for Narrow-headed ant nests should lead to 
reduced environmental impact and carbon footprint, compared to 
previous routine mowing maintenance. 

  



 
 
 

 

 
 

▪ More people and a wide 
range of people will have 
engaged with heritage (W) 

 
▪ Local communities who have not 

previously heard about Narrow-
headed ants will discover that 
they have one of the England’s 
rarest species on their doorstep.   

▪ Local volunteers will have an 
opportunity to get directly 
involved in the conservation of a 
rare species. 

▪ A wide range of people from 
across Devon will be able to learn 
more about wood ants, and have 
a go at finding Devon’s largest 
ant nest!  

Engaging a wide range of people with heritage has been achieved 
through awareness raising via events, national and local publicity, social 
media, attending events, Nest Quest, downloadable web resources, and 
volunteering opportunities, as described in more detail above under  
‘Better interpreted and explained’ and ‘Volunteering time’.   
 
468 people engaged directly with the project, and 1,083 engaged 
indirectly online or through downloaded resources. This does not 
include audiences engaged indirectly by national and local TV and radio 
pieces, circulation figures for publications, or the reach of social media 
activity.   
 
Of particular relevance to raising awareness of the Narrow-headed 
ant’s rare but local status amongst nearby Devon communities:  
• 25 public events were held on project sites, attendance with 

activities at three other events.  
• Four local school visits and projects with three Devon colleges or 

universities. 
• Nest Quest was promoted to 52 local groups, organisations and 

visitor centres. 
• Presentation to Devon Local Nature Partnership and contributions 

to Devon LNP e-newsletter.   
• Two articles in the Western Morning News and two articles in 

DWT members’ magazine. 
• Several pieces on local radio. 
• Local Knighton News newsletter to all local households and article 

in Dartmoor Links 
• Social media activity included 76 Tweets on Twitter, two podcasts, 

two Instagram posts and the formation of a dedicated Narrow-
headed ant project Facebook group with 44 members  

 
From feedback received, a pre-existing level of awareness about the 
Narrow-headed ant was evident locally, but not details about decline, 
seriousness of threat of extinction, or conservation action. 
Demographic data were not taken in relation to a ‘wide range’ of 
people. However it can be said from the events held that school age 
children, students, working adults, families, and those of retirement age 
were engaged through the project.   

▪ Your local area/community 
will be a better place to live 

 
▪ People will benefit from knowing 

that such a special species lives 
within their locality, and that 
measures are being taken to 
prevent its extinction. 

People perceived benefits and value in a rare special species bring 
present locally, and through active conservation measures being taken. 
 
From feedback forms received, all agreed with the statements that: 
• “It feels special to have a nationally very rare species here locally” 
• “It increases the value and importance of local green spaces” 
75% agreed with the statement that: 
• “It adds local distinctiveness and sense of place to have to have a rare 

species nearby” 
None agreed with the statement  
• “It makes no difference”.  



 
 
 

 

 
 

 
An additional comment received was: 
“It feels a privilege to have been able to be involved in working with such a 
rare species.” 

▪ Your local economy will be 
boosted 

Not a project target, but it is possible that naturalists visiting Dartmoor 
from elsewhere in the UK were now more aware of the Narrow-headed 
ant, were more inclined to visit the project sites nearby, incidentally 
using local facilities, shops and eateries 

▪ Your organisation will be 
more resilient 

 
▪ Buglife are committed to 

preventing the extinction of 
threatened invertebrates in the 
UK; Back from the Brink provides 
an opportunity to address the 
severe threats posed to the long-
term survival of the Narrow-
headed ant in England. 

▪ We will also have been brought 
closer together with our national 
BftB partners, learning from 
them, sharing knowledge, 
expertise and experiences. This 
integration of working will stand 
us in good position to work more 
closely on developing and 
delivering future projects. 

Buglife as lead organisation for the project has been able to 
demonstrate action to prevent the extinction of a threatened 
invertebrate species, one of Buglife’s principal charitable objectives. 
Knowledge and experience gained will enable Buglife to help this and 
other threatened species when developing future projects.  
 
This will be boosted through the partnerships established during BftB, 
with promise of sharing expertise and greater co-ordinated working 
across different agencies and organisations. In particular DWT has been 
an essential partner, as owner and/or manager of each of the project 
sites, involved in habitat creation, restoration, and management, 
facilitating nest introductions, volunteer teams, access to equipment, 
and SSSI and filming permissions. This working partnership can be built 
upon in the future for future habitat and species recovery work. 
 
Relationships were forged with other partner agencies, such as NH, the 
National Wood Ant Steering Group, and Whitley Wildlife Conservation. 
Joined up working will be continued as part of legacy actions (see 9 
below). 

 
  



 
 
 

 

 
 

6. Species Recovery progress 
A key aim of this BftB project was to measurably improve the conservation status of its target 
species, with the final assessed outcomes achieved described here. 
 
a) Primary target species – Species Recovery Curve assessments 
 

Taxon 
name 

Common 
name 

Baseline 
score 2014 

Target 
score 2020 

Final score 
attained 

Narrative summary 

Formica 
exsecta 

Narrow-
headed 
ant 

1 6 6  6  recovery solutions trialled 

1: taxonomy 
understood 

Classification Formica exsecta Nylander 1846, unchanged since. Coptoformica subgenus 
 

2: biological 
assessment 

exists 

Various reviews of status; key sources are:  
• Yarrow, I.H.H. (1954) The Entomologist’s Monthly Magazine, 90: 183–185  
• Barrett,  KEJ (1979) Provisional atlas of the insects of the British Isles: Part 5, Hymenoptera: 

Formicidae, ants. 2nd ed. Biological Records Centre, Huntingdon 
• Stradling, D. & Hoy, S. (1993) Unpublished report to Worldwide Fund for Nature Project 199/88. 

Reviews and discusses historical records, and records between 1954-1993 
• Review of Scottish F. exsecta status (includes reference to English population): Hoare,  R.J.B.,  

et al. (1994) Entomologist 115: 23-29; Hughes, J. (1996) Commissioned Report No. 178 for 
Scottish National Heritage  

• Red Data Book: Listed as Rare (RDB3) in Shirt, R. (1987) and as Endangered (RDB1) by Falk, 
S. (1991)  

• IUCN threat status (to 1994): Rare. Taxa with small populations not presently categorised as 
Endangered or Vulnerable, but at risk; for the UK, this has been interpreted as species 
existing in 15 or fewer 10km squares. Previously ‘Endangered’ and ‘Rare’ under pre-1994 
categories. Not reviewed since 1994; former categories remain applicable to unreviewed lists 

• Long list of globally threatened / declining species 1995; see https://www.nhm.ac.uk/our-
science/data/uk-species/species/formica_exsecta.html  

• Edwards, R. ed. for BWARS (1997) Provisional Atlas of the Aculeate Hymenoptera of Britain and 
Ireland vol. 1, JNCC, Map 04, p.18 

• NERC Act 2006 S41-listed Species of Principal Importance (former Biodiversity Action Plan 
priority species) 

• Unpublished surveys of English/Devon population,  Stradling, D. et al. for English 
Nature/Natural England and Hymettus (2002-2009), as listed on Hymettus website 
http://hymettus.org.uk/Formica_exsecta.htm  

 
There are a small number of other suggested possible past records (Wyre Forest, Colchester, 
Surrey, Bournemouth area), not substantiated or confirmed as current populations. The sole 
known site is assessed to be the present extent of the population in England.  

3: national 
monitoring 
plan agreed 

No national monitoring plan agreed. Surveys by David Stradling et al. carried out 1993-2009 of 
the English/Devon population for English Nature/Natural England and Hymettus, used a bespoke 
method. Hymettus’ informal recommendation was for nest census survey at least once every 
three years but is not an officially adopted plan. Any monitoring scheme in Scotland is likely to be 
different, due to the location and spread of sites. There are no official specifications on what 
would constitute a Y axis recovery model. 
    
Monitoring surveys for this BftB project have been based on the Stradling bespoke method. 
Information gained through the BftB project has led to being able to give a recommendation for a 
monitoring plan for the Devon/England population (may not be applicable to Scotland). 
Sufficiently trained and dedicated volunteers are now able to take on this task in partnership with 
DWT and Buglife. 

https://www.nhm.ac.uk/our-science/data/uk-species/species/formica_exsecta.html
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/our-science/data/uk-species/species/formica_exsecta.html
http://hymettus.org.uk/Formica_exsecta.htm


 
 
 

 

 
 

4: autecology 
understood 

& NMP 
implemented 

Many general aspects of F. exsecta autecology are well described, for example social parasitism, 
trophobiosis, mono/polydomy and mono/polygyny, as summarised in  Stradling, & Hoy’s 1993 
report, which included observations specific to Chudleigh Knighton Heath, the Antwiki webpage 
entry for F. exsecta, and in Bernhard Seifert’s 2018 The Ants of Central and North Europe.  
  
There is extensive primary scientific literature on evolutionary ecology and mating strategies for 
F. exsecta, predominantly based on studying European populations and evolutionary/behavioural 
models than for applied conservation. 
 
The BftB project has made further field observations on nest structure, seasonal foraging, and 
nuptial flight in relation, and possibly specific, to the English population. Scientific literature and 
new autecological information gained have been synthesised towards developing applied 
conservation actions and solutions for Steps 5-6 below. 
  
As described under 3 above, it is not clear that a finalised National Monitoring Plan has been 
previously agreed or implemented for England or the UK. The BftB project has formulated a 
recommended monitoring plan for the English F. exsecta population. 

5: pressures 
and remedial 

actions 
identified 

Pressures and causes of loss have been identified (e.g. Stradling & Hoy 1993; BWARS), including 
heathland habitat loss from damage and development; scrubbing over of sites, with associated 
colonisation and competitive exclusion by F. rufa; habitat fragmentation preventing dispersal; 
isolation leading to inbreeding and low genetic diversity. 
 
Remedial actions identified comprise suitable site habitat management, to safeguard the last 
extant English population, and seeking to establish or restore the species on other and former 
sites. For the latter, the means to do so will involve preparatory assessment and management of 
potential recipient sites, and development of practical introduction methods. Suggested methods 
include captive rearing and release, boosting populations of the socially parasitised host species F. 
fusca, nest translocations, and removal of competitor species such as F. rufa. (there has been 
previous work on some of these, described under 6 below).  With one existing site remaining 
only, there is a measure of caution that any method used must not be inimical to the viability of 
the single donor population. IUCN guidelines on for re-introductions were followed for the 
former site of Bovey Heathfield, with the causes of past threat and loss (scrub encroachment and 
damaging activities) addressed when DWT took ownership of the site and implemented positive 
management in 2002. A habitat suitability assessment for the project sites was commissioned 
(see report by John Walters 2018), partly drawing on and updating a previous similar exercise for 
Hymettus (2009). 
 
The BftB project adopted a combination of these same previously identified methods, site 
suitability assessment, targeted habitat management, nest translocation, captive rearing, and 
boosting the socially parasitised host species.  
 
Where introduction is derived from a single source population, there would also be questions as 
to inbreeding and genetic variability, whether other genetic stock would be required, and if so, 
identifying the most genetically appropriate donor population for this. Although not part of the 
BftB project, invitation to participate in the Scottish genetics study was very timely, and resolved 
this important consideration, which might otherwise have forestalled efforts for 6 below. 
 
Work carried out during the BftB project enabled clarification of details of two previously 
suggested remedial methods under 5 above. Without a known specific technique for F. exsecta 
nest translocation, a methodology developed for Formica lugubris wood ants in Scotland was 
assumed as a starting point in the project proforma. However in the course of the project it 
became apparent that this wood ant nest translocation technique was not wholly appropriate to 
F. exsecta, which is of a different species group and ecology.  
 
Similarly, while target remedial actions (5 above) include increasing numbers of host F. fusca 
colonies, it was found that F. fusca nests were not especially apparent on the main site. It might 
be partly that F. fusca are cryptic and not easily found, but also, speculatively, high density of F. 



 
 
 

 

 
 

exsecta nests on Chudleigh Knighton compartment 8 perhaps precludes any increase, natural or 
artificial, of F. fusca nests there. From site surveys, generation of new F. exsecta nests on 
compartment 8 appeared principally to be through budding, suggesting presence of F. fusca is not 
necessarily a prerequisite or limiting factor at this existing site. Contrary to this, presence of the 
host species is anticipated likely to be important for facilitating long term establishment on 
introduction sites. The practical implication is that boosting F. fusca nest numbers would be a 
suggested action on certain sites but perhaps less so on others. 

6: recovery 
solutions 
trialled 

Suitable habitat management on the project sites has routinely been undertaken annually by 
DWT, for decades prior to the BftB project in the case of Chudleigh Knighton. BftB provided 
capital works in target areas to restore and create suitable habitats at Teigngrace Meadow and 
Bovey Heathfield. In partnership with DWT, areas of Chudleigh Knighton adjacent to clusters of 
F. exsecta nests, and a habitat corridor between two compartments of the site, were identified, 
and management works directed here to promote wider colonisation of the site by F. exsecta.   
 
Certain recovery interventions have previously been trialled, especially by Dr David Stradling and 
co-workers in 1990s. A single nest was translocated in 1997 from Bovey Heathfield to Paignton 
Zoo, and again in 2004 when it was brought back to site, but failed within 2-3 months of return. 
Captive rearing in laboratory conditions was researched in depth by Dr Stradling 1992-7, 
successfully rearing mated queens, though not resolving the final step by which F. exsecta queens 
accede in host F. fusca nests (see report by Julian Perrett in 2019). Hymettus commissioned an 
earlier preliminary genetic analysis of Devon F. exsecta in 2008, and in 2008-10 an investigation 
on constructing log piles or ‘stumperies’ on Chudleigh Knighton as a way of artificially bolstering 
numbers of host F. fusca nests, results of which were inconclusive.   
 
Nest translocation has been a suggested method in past reports (WWF, 1993) and (Hymettus, 
2009) but not before tried in practice., but it has now been trialled through the BftB project. 
Further refinements and new techniques, such as queenless nests, were developed through the 
project. Based on Stradling & Perrett’s earlier findings, collection and captive rearing and release 
of mated F. exsecta queens on introduction sites were also carried out. Moreover, these two 
methods were deployed in combination, to multiply prospects that new queens would find and 
adopt queenless or other nests. No laboratory facilities were available, but two nests were taken 
into captivity to see if alates (winged queens and males) could be raised through home rearing. In 
the final season 2020, first experiments were tried with supplementary protein feeding of nests 
in spring, which theoretically may promote production of alates; this could not be continued 
systematically due to Covid.   
 
Based on field observations, experimental laying out of roofing felt mats as nest sites for host F. 
fusca was carried out, with some success for locating and confirming presence of F. fusca, though 
unclear if this leads to an actual increase in nests. The mats are prone to disturbance from cattle 
in some situations. On the introduction sites, there may be value in placing felt tiles around the 
general location of translocated/queenless nests, to encourage host nests nearby. This had some 
success for two of the nests translocated to Bovey Heathfield: one of the nests, when invaded by 
Lasius ants, relocated itself to under the felt tile, where it formed a mixed exsecta - fusca colony. 
From the limited finding of fusca nests, felt tiles may be used by fusca only temporarily. 
 
Of the recovery solutions tried through the BftB project, the complete trialling of methods has 
not been completed. BftB project Species Recovery Curve progress would have reached stage 6. 

7-8. 7: best 
method(s)  
adopted; 

 
 
 

8: species 
recovering 

Through the BftB project, there is now more robust knowledge to inform a recommended 
monitoring plan, monitoring preparations needed for translocation/captive rearing, and practical 
techniques for translocation and introduction of nests. However, it has not confirmed the best 
method for establishment at other sites., with more testing required before being adopted more 
widely.   
 
It has not been demonstrated that introduced nests are established or that there are self-
sustaining populations at the two project introduction sites.  
 



 
 
 

 

 
 

 
Conclusions At the close of the project, Species Recovery Curve progress is judged to be at 
stage 6, with recovery solutions trialled. Levels of information at the start of the project were 
probably higher than stage 1 (taxonomy understood), with partial and sometimes detailed 
knowledge also available for steps 3 - 6. For F. exsecta. Some of the steps are not discrete or 
exclusive but partially overlap, for example step 3 (agreed monitoring plan) does not appear 
to be formally concluded, but past work has been carried out for aspects of 4 – 5. There may 
also be internal feedback loops within and between steps, for example, only through trialling 
techniques at step 6 are certain remedial actions identified for step 5, and hitherto unknown 
aspects of autecology uncovered for step 4. For F. exsecta there has been expediency to take 
action in the face of a prevailing extinction threat, and while there is still an extant population 
to save, in the context of a limited three-year project window of opportunity. While some 
steps may not have been completely finalised, the BftB project is considered to have met its 
original target of progressing from SRC stage 1+ to 6.  
 

i) Evidence of recovery of individual species from project monitoring of abundance 
and/or distribution? 

Abundance 
Precise abundance, based on enumeration of nests, is indeterminable due to dynamic and 
constantly changing nest numbers on a weekly basis, and difficulty confirming whether nests 
are subsidiary satellite nests, part of polydomous colonies, or autonomous. In addition, nests 
move location, become temporarily inactive or reactivated (sometimes two years or more 
later), while nest activity and budding depends on seasonal weather, prey item availability and 
warmth in any one year. Estimates of relative abundance would be approximations with 
inherent wide margins of error, for the same reasons.  
 
Within the main site Chudleigh Knighton, baseline reference data was collected in summer 
2017. Comparing against previous historical surveys (2007-2013), nests continue to be 
present in site compartments 8 (throughout), 5 (half of compartment) and 1 and 7 (single 
nests). Over 2007-2010, the range of nests contracted as individual nests were lost from the 
northern, eastern and western edges of compartment 5. There has been evidence of nests 
colonising newly managed areas in compartments 5 and 8, in response to targeted 
management operations 2018-2019, and budding of the nest in compartment 1. However 
some of these appear to be temporary ‘pioneer’ nests as some nests in new areas having 
since become inactive or disappeared up to two years later (compartment 5), while others 
have persisted (compartment 8). 



 
 
 

 

 
 

 
Fig. 1. Chudleigh Knighton Heath DWT site compartments 

 
There appears to be natural annual turnover of nests of c.15-25% per year. In terms of 
locations of nest structures that been found and recorded in the lifetime of the BftB project, 
2017 initial survey found 110 active nest structures (75 interpreted as autonomous nests, 35 
satellites). A greater number of nest locations was found in 2018- 130 (95 nests and 35 
inferred satellites). A sudden increase followed in 2018-2019, in part because a 
survey/workshop event in August 2018 allowed a more thorough census of compartment 5, 
during which many more nests were located that were concealed by vegetation and 
topography, increasing the number of known nest structure from 10 to 36 in that 
compartment. At the close of the 2020 season, 221 nests, a doubling of nest locations in the 
lifetime of the project, have been logged in the 2017-2020 period. Results are summarised in 
table 1 below. However please note the total nest structure locations logged will not reflect 
the definitive number of, or necessarily an increase in, active nest colonies. All previously 
recorded nest sites were monitored through subsequent monitoring surveys, including all 
lapsed inactive former nests, hence the increasing number of locations checked. A proportion 
only of these 221 nests are active F. exsecta nests at any one time.  
 
Survey effort will be a factor as the increase in nest numbers to some extent will be an 
artefact of increased experience and proficiency at survey, and with greater time spent on 
site. Even so, notwithstanding this accumulated survey expertise, new nests of larger size 
were still discovered including during the truncated final 2020 season, suggesting pre-existing 
nest colonies had been present earlier, but just not found before. In two cases, it is known 

cmpt 1 

cmpt 5 

cmpt 7 

cmpt 8 



 
 
 

 

 
 

that smaller nests coalesced into a single larger structure- possibly the nests, while having 
separate surface thatch, were linked underground. 
 
When assessing nest status, some distinctions could be made. Where smaller nests were 
present within 1-2m of a larger structure, these could relatively confidently be interpreted as 
satellite nests. Difficulties determining satellite status arose when new structures of similar 
size appear 2-3m equidistant from two of more other nests. Maintenance of the thatch layer 
on top of the nest can be an indicator that a nest is active, even if no workers are seen, but 
this can be deceptive where only limited thatch is present, or when nests have been 
abandoned and colonised by another ant species (sometimes later to revert to F. exsecta). 
Some small nests are evidently temporary structures only, and in due course become 
permanently lost, with the residual nest structure eventually becoming overgrown and no 
longer obvious. These transient nests account for most of the turnover in nest numbers. Nest 
numbers and status fluctuate continuously, making result totals from monitoring surveys a 
snapshot for that one specific time only.       

 
Table 1. Numbers of F. exsecta nest structure locations logged at Chudleigh Knighton 2017-

2020 
 

 Aug 2017 May 2018 Sept 2018 May 2019 Sept 2019 Nov 2020 
Cmpt 1   No access   0   1   1 (+1)   1 (+1)   1 (+1) 

5   8 (+2)   7 (+3)   35 (+1)   35 (+1)   38   40 
7 ‘ant glade’   1   1 (+1)   1 (+1)   1 (+1)   1 (+1)   1 (+1) 
8 main cmpt   64 (+33)   85 (+31)   137 (+25)   139 (+27)   160   169 
Road verge   2   2   2   9   9  10 

  TOTAL   75 (+35)   95  (+35)   176 (+27)   185 (+30) 209 (+2; other 
satellites not 
distinguished) 

221 (of which 133 
interpreted as 
active in Nov 
2020) 

 

NOTES:    
1. Comprises nest structures which are or have been active, i.e. is not a measure of active 
nests: turnover of nests means number of active nests will be lower than these totals; also it 
is not always possible to be certain of the activity status or satellite status of a particular nest.   
2. ‘+’ indicates number of additional inferred satellite nests. 
3. Nest in compartment 1 first found in 2018, though is believed to have been present before 
this time, with records from 2007-8 of nests in this compartment.  
4. 2020 survey limited due to Covid. 
 
Current estimate (from autumn and Covid-reduced survey effort in 2020, carried out mostly 
in Oct-Nov past the nest building peak, when some nests may now have entered 
overwintering phase) is a minimum, i.e. parsimonious assessment, of 133 active nests. This 
compares with the 110 nests found, and active at that time, in the first season of the BftB 
project.  
 
133 nests is expected to be an underestimate. From intensive, generally weekly, monitoring 
throughout the active seasons in 2018-2019, new nests were found regularly, perhaps 2-3 
per month (some temporary and becoming inactive within a few weeks). With survey visits 
not possible in 2020 season due to Covid, only 10 new nest locations were recorded in this 
final year. Volunteers were unable to undertake a full nest count in 2021, instead 
concentrating on monitoring of translocated nests. 
  



 
 
 

 

 
 

Range 
Increase in range would be represented by nests colonising new areas of the main site, or by 
introduction/translocation to a new site, but on the proviso that these nests establish and do 
not fail. Translocated full nests appear mostly to have failed, 2-3 years after re-location, 
though queenless nests combined with release of captive-mated queens may be more 
successful, not known at this time.  
 
There has been a measure of natural range expansion into newly managed areas of the main 
site, and along the adjacent Highways England A38 slip road verge, where there was an 
increase from 2 to 9 -10 nest structures over 2018-2020. The most dramatic increase was in 
the south west corner of compartment 8 of Chudleigh Knighton, which was dense closed 
canopy gorse scrub in autumn 2017, so inaccessible to and completely unsuitable for F. 
exsecta, although there were past nest records here 2008-2013. Following DWT 
management works Jan-Feb 2018, opening up of this scrub led to this area consistently 
supporting amongst the highest density of F. exsecta nests 2018-2020 (0 – c.40 nests). There 
is taken to be an increase in nest numbers in these areas, in response to the targeted site 
management, though with the caveat that it is unknown how many of these nests are discrete 
autonomous nest colonies as opposed to satellite/transient nests. These types of range 
expansions are of distances of a few tens of metres. 
 
As an alternative or complementary measure of population status, there are a number of large 
and persisting nests that have remained active throughout the period of project, and appear 
to be long-term nests, repeatedly productive of queens and males. 47 nests produced alate 
(winged i.e. queen or male) brood in 2020: five nests produced queens only: seven produced 
both queens and males (so that 12 produced queens overall); 20 produced males only (so that 
27 produced males overall); 15 produced large cocoons (i.e. that would turn into 
alates/winged castes), but it was not seen which, if any, emerged. In 2019 season, fewer 
productive nests were identified (five queens, nine males), but this is at least partly due to the 
inchoate, less effective, survey method for alate producing nests at that time. Not all nests 
are productive in any one year, being dependent on various factors such as weather, 
temperature, food availability, number of queens and age of queens present. The proportion 
of productive nests appears to be consistent with what is known of the species’ ecology. 
 
Not part of BftB, but a useful liaison with Hutton Institute in Scotland led to the inclusion of 
Devon F. exsecta ants in a genetics study of UK populations in 2019-2020. This is highly 
pertinent to conservation prospects in relation to long-term isolation, and the threat of 
inbreeding, contributing to historical or future decline. The study found that all UK 
populations had undergone genetic bottlenecking, and could be in decline, however none 
showed evidence of inbreeding, and the Devon population was found to be the most 
genetically diverse, with some genetic markers that were unique and not recorded in any 
other European populations. 

 
  



 
 
 

 

 
 

ii) Likely prospects for the primary species recovery in future and its timescale? 
The extant population appears to be secure. Prospects of recovery are improved if 
translocated/queenless nests can be shown to persist and do not fail. Queenless nest 
methods and captive rearing plus release are considered to offer the current best chances for 
recovery at former sites and introduction to new sites. At least two to three or more seasons 
of additional nest introductions would be recommended, to build up population levels at 
these sites. Timescale for follow up monitoring is estimated as 5+ years, to assess whether 
nests are independently established and so demonstrate success of techniques. 5-10 years’ 
estimated timescale would be needed to boost numbers of mated queens and for mass 
introduction to other sites. 

 
iii) Likelihood of each species monitoring regime being sustained over time in the 

future? 
High likelihood for the recommended routine monitoring being sustained. DWT are 
committed to conserving the target species and Buglife to supporting the monitoring regime 
for this. DWT has volunteer contacts and a regular volunteering team in the area, with 
volunteer work party visits routine throughout the year, which with coordination could 
include one or two of these work party sessions taking the form of ant nest survey censuses 
at Chudleigh Knighton, as took place during the BftB project. An alternative, or additional, 
option would be for trained volunteers, such as those who participated in the BftB project, 
who now have the required skills and expressed interest in continuing involvement post-BftB, 
to carry out the surveys and re-locating nests with GPS. Either survey monitoring technique 
can be used to acquire the necessary information. In this way, the recommended minimum 
survey, minimum annual, or preferably twice per year nest census monitoring, is expected to 
be continued.  
  
Beyond this level, depending on post-BftB actions, if follow up further nest introductions and 
captive rearing plus release are to be carried out, more intensive monitoring would be 
needed, for assessing nest productivity status in the period leading up to nuptial flight, and 
post-introduction nest aftercare. This would also require a level of training for surveyors, 
although volunteers from the BftB project already have these skills. 
 
It seems likely that monitoring will be heavily dependent on volunteer input, and therefore 
officer time and resources will be needed to support volunteers. This is discussed further 
under ‘Legacy’ below. 
 
c) Any other measures used to assess species recovery progress? 
From Taxon Group national targets, three actions are given: 
• Establishment of Narrow-headed ant populations on other sites- discussed above under 

section 3. 
• Monitoring of nests- Intensive monitoring was carried out during the BftB project, which 

has enabled compiling of a recommended survey protocol for ongoing monitoring. 
• Increase the population of the host species Formica fusca- discussed below. 
 
  



 
 
 

 

 
 

As part of identifying candidate nests for translocation, queenless nest creation and queen 
rearing, monitoring of nest productivity status in the months leading up to nuptial flight was 
undertaken. This could be used to inform recovery progress, based on the proportion of nests 
producing brood, and amongst these nests, those producing alates, and whether those alates 
are queens or males, or both. This could be a useful measure but requires intensive 
monitoring. 
 
For introduced or translocated nests, while there are no nationally agreed indicators, some 
postulated stages or measures to reflect progress towards full nest establishment are:  

1. nest structure maintenance and thatch building carried out.  
2. foraging and aphid farming activity seen.  
3. nest has ability to re-locate itself.  
4. nest successfully overwinters, with worker activity seen the following spring.  
5. brood production.  
6. evidence of satellite nest budding.  
7. queen and male generation. 
8. appearance of new autonomous nests. 

 
These steps might also be used for nests naturally colonising newly cleared managed areas. 
 
Two proxy measures that might be considered are i) extent of habitat managed in suitable 
condition (mosaic of successional open and scrub edge areas, with aphid-bearing tree 
saplings), and ii) presence of host species (principally Formica fusca, possibly F. lemani and F. 
cunicularia on other sites) and of competitor species (F. rufa). However for the first two of 
these, there is not necessarily a correlation, as host species and open heathland type habitats 
are much more widespread in the Bovey Basin and edge of Dartmoor than F. exsecta 
distribution. Two implications of this would be firstly that habitat availability might represent 
potential, as opposed to actual, range, and secondly an inference that absence of F. exsecta is 
due to some other factor, such as poor dispersibility and site/habitat fragmentation. Presence 
of competing Formica rufa may be taken as a reliable negative indicator, that is, that habitat is 
unsuitable, and that there likely would not be F. exsecta on that site or prospect of 
introducing it there.  
 
For Formica fusca, typical nesting sites are reported to be tree stumps and beneath flat stones. 
Increasing F. fusca nest numbers artificially has previously been attempted through log 
piles/stumperies and felt mats (see under Species Recovery Curve 5 and 6 above). On 
Chudleigh Knighton and Bovey Heathfield, F. fusca nests were recorded only in grass 
tussocks, old Narrow-headed ant nests, and under felts. Beyond retention of tree stumps or 
laying out of felt mats or flat stones, there would not seem to be a specific targeted 
management action to increase F. fusca nest densities. During intensive monitoring 2018-
2019, it was found not to be feasible to measure levels of Formica fusca presence effectively 
or discern whether or not this is linked to management. F. fusca nests were infrequently or 
rarely found and first evidence was often only when socially-parasitised mixed fusca/exsecta 
nests, or old exsecta nests taken over by fusca, became apparent. Laying down of felt mats 
occasionally stimulated fusca nesting underneath, so that this may provide a survey 
technique, for presence/absence rather than change in fusca nest populations. Felt mats 
could be of value in pinpointing locations of fusca nests and encouraging proximity of host 
nests to translocated/queenless exsecta nests on introduction sites (as described under 
Species Recovery Curve step 5 above), though cattle disturbance of the mats may be 
problematic. 



 
 
 

 

 
 

 
d) To what extent you have taken a multi-taxon approach and how successful has this been? 
N/A – single species project and no secondary species. Nest Quest would effectively be for a 
single wood ant species Formica rufa (sensu lato/rufa x polyctena hybrids) across southern and 
central England, unless circumstantially recording ant nest parasites. Incidental species 
records made on the main project SSSIs included some scarce species and species not 
recorded for decades (e.g. the spiders Araneus angulatus and Cercidia prominens, Brown 
hairstreak butterfly (Thecla betulae) and the rove beetle Staphylinus caesareus with its first 
record for around 50 years), though not all are NERC Act S41-listed. These might be said to 
benefit indirectly from the ongoing routine site management for Narrow-headed ant. 
 
e) To what extent have you taken a cross-organisation partnership collaboration approach 
on species recovery and how successful has this been? 
This was a single species project in a focused geographical area – the most significant cross-
organisational working has been with the partner organisation and manager of each of the 
project sites, DWT. All site-based practical habitat work and nest introductions have been 
carried out through or by DWT and by regular contact with DWT officers. DWT partnership 
was a key factor, for site management, contractors’ capital works, equipment, volunteer 
groups, and site permissions. 
  
A stakeholder meeting was held in May 2018, with Natural England, Buglife, DWT, NH, a 
former Exeter University researcher, Paignton Zoo, and ant project volunteers. Latterly, re-
structuring within NE meant there was no longer a named officer with whom to communicate 
on SSSI matters, and contact was instead with the NE general consultation hub.  
  
BWARS, as principally a recording society and not directly engaging in conservation work, has 
not been involved at an organisational level although they are noted as a partner on the 
project. Individual BWARS members were approached and contributed in a personal capacity, 
providing technical information and feedback. 
 
NH manage a slip road verge, where Narrow-headed ant nests have colonised adjacent to the 
main site. NH has been aware of the nests for some years and aim to manage and enhance 
the verge accordingly. The existence of the BftB project allowed closer monitoring and more 
detailed management recommendations, and there has since been an increase of nests on the 
verge. It also allowed swifter reporting of incidents, leading to improved systems of 
communication to prevent the verge – and nests – being mown at unsuitable times of year.  
Another partner contact has been the National Wood Ant Steering Group, which is based and 
mostly active in Scotland via Cairngorms National Park, Hutton Institute, and Buglife Scotland 
office. The National Wood Ant Steering Group has a parallel interest in the Scottish 
populations of Formica exsecta, information has been shared for the genetics study 2019 and 
with a Cairngorms National Park F. exsecta project which commenced 2020. 
 
These collaborations have been successful. Contact with other lead BftB organisations and 
partner organisation within the wider BftB network has been limited, for reasons of time, 
distance apart, and lack of immediate project affinities. 
 

  



 
 
 

 

 
 

7. Inspiring a nation - who benefitted from the project 
A further key aim of this BftB project was to help inspire a movement of people to discover, 
value and act for England's threatened species, with the work achieved with beneficiaries and 
numbers of people engaged described here. 

Beneficiaries  How have they 
benefitted? 

Which strategies have been most 
successful at engaging with these 
people? For example a type of 
activity, advice, training or 
communication tool. And why? 

Which strategies have not worked as 
well as you had hoped to engage 
these people? For example, a type of 
activity, advice, training or 
communication tool. Why do you 
think this is and what will you do to 
change it? 

Strategy 1 Strategy 2 Strategy 3 Strategy 4 
Local 
communities 
will have the 
opportunity to 
learn about 
and record 
wood ants via 
Nest Quest 

Local communities 
benefitted through: 
• Taking part in a 

shared activity, 
increasing sense 
of community.  

• Learning skills.  
• Developing new 

interests. 
• Gaining an 

appreciation of 
wood ants that 
not aware of 
before. 

• Gaining a wider 
appreciation of 
local green 
spaces and 
interconnections 
with wildlife. 

• Potentially a 
focus for outdoor 
activity and 
shared activity, of 
extra value 
during Covid-19 
isolation and 
lockdown. 

Nest Quest was 
originally 
envisaged as the 
main community 
outreach element 
for reaching new 
audiences, and to 
be a largely web-
based citizen 
science survey 
project. This may 
be a better way to 
reach certain 
demographic 
groups e.g. 
younger, more IT-
connected 
audiences  
 
Web-based 
resource is very 
efficient in terms 
of time input 
needed and 
ongoing 
accessibility (i.e. 
where a website is 
available at all 
times, compared 
with events which 
occur on fixed set 
dates).  

Face-to-face 
supporting 
events felt to 
be crucial for 
promoting this 
type of citizen 
science project, 
to encourage 
take up and 
motivation to 
submit records. 
 
Associated 
online 
downloadable 
information 
and activities to 
support Nest 
Quest.  
 
 

Some inherent 
limitations with 
online only 
engagement – 
see narrative 
below. 
  

 

Strategy 3 narrative  (….. continued) 
 
Part of the original conception of Nest Quest was that it would be mostly be online instead of through a traditional 
community events programme, and would trial innovative ways of online engagement for a citizen science wildlife 
survey. A risk was that, with solely online presence, and no personal contact or interaction, only those individuals who 
were most self-motivated would seek out wood ant nests and provide records. It was felt that associated community 
events would be needed to widen participation and encourage submission of records, as informed by feedback from a 
previous Buglife Nest Quest survey project in Scotland, and by experience of running wood ant guided walks at the 
Yarner Woodland Festivals in 2018 and 2019.   
 



 
 
 

 

 
 

The intention was to extend these supporting face-to-face activities in the last year of the project, for which a 
supplementary grant was provided to fund specialist contractors. It was planned to piggyback on a series of local 
events with an information/activities stall and guided walks, to visit selected local schools, and develop online 
resources such as video clips which could be accessed without having to attend an event in person. 
 
Nest Quest is probably where Covid impacted most heavily on the project. In the earlier stages, no site visits were 
possible for events or filming, and severely restricted both these and anyone wishing to try undertaking a Nest Quest 
survey. While it was unclear and constantly changing as to what activities might go ahead, the upshot was a hastily 
modified and reduced version of plans, reverting to online only.  
 
Some positive findings were: 
• Downloadable craft resources, in the form of the ant models, were successful in boosting participant numbers, 

widening scope for engagement, and as an indoor activity during Covid lockdown. It was attempted to expand this 
by creation of supplements, wings for the ant models, and an ant mask face covering.  

• When Covid restrictions eased, it was decided that the best use of resources and contactor time would be 
approaching other organisations and visitor centres to promote and publicise Nest Quest on Buglife’s behalf. This 
was successful, with 52 other outlets contacted, most of whom responded positively, saying they would display 
posters and disseminate information. In some cases this was followed up by requests for further batches of the 
ready-printed ant models to be sent.   

• Additional volunteering opportunities arose through Nest Quest. Volunteers helped trial the Nest Quest website, 
proof-read and provided feedback on drafts, and offered to help with developing online materials. 

 
However limitations, compounded by Covid, were:  
• Relatively low uptake and media interest. A press release was sent out and regular Tweets during July-October 

posted on Twitter. However, the press release was picked up by one newspaper only, but not by local radio, news 
agencies, or on other local news outlet websites, and there was little or no sharing of tweets. Photographs of 
participants with their nests (‘nest selfies’) were encouraged, but none was received, and only a low number of ant 
model pictures sent in.  

• Wood ant nests are not universally present. Some participants, although actively looking, could not find wood ant 
nests at the sites they visited. This has another implication- that the number of people engaged would not be 
matched by the number of records received and the number of people engaged not recordable.  

• There were also technical hitches and problems with the Nest Quest webpage functionality during the key period 
of its promotion. There were initial problems uploading and viewing photographs and submitted information on 
the website, not all of which were fully resolved. Although GDPR protocols were strictly observed, there was no 
facility for responding to or getting back in contact with participants, to check details of records, or for generating 
follow on opportunities for further engagement or social media.  The design of the map view of records on the 
web platform used was also not very visually accessible or user-friendly, and there was no means for soliciting 
evaluation data from participants.  

• Approaches to local schools were considered and discussed in detail with the contractors, who had contacts in 
local schools. Unfortunately, schools were not amenable or receptive to approaches, many being under pressure 
from staff absences due to Covid self-isolation and lockdowns. Some home-schooling networks were approached 
as a partial alternative.  

• Between April – December 2020, the Project Officer was restricted to homebound working and unable to create 
or deliver virtual site visits. It was decided that the contractors would produce some short videos instead for the 
website, however, these videos were only completed and posted on the Buglife website post-project, as a legacy 
output. 

• In addition, as Covid restrictions persisted, there seemed to be less interest in online talks, best described as ‘Zoom 
fatigue’. 

 
Some further reflections are: 
• An observation was that web-based records would accrue more gradually, compared to attendance at an in-person 

event. More time would be required for records, momentum and interest levels to build up, before which there 
would be a lag period. Nest Quest perhaps did not progress past this stage before the end of the BftB project, 
while there was funded time to support the effort. 



 
 
 

 

 
 

• The number of website records (71) compared to numbers directly engaged through events (over 200), bears out 
that supporting events were needed for Nest Quest to succeed. Although as noted above, preparing and running 
events requires greater resources and officer time.   

• Although Nest Quest, being a citizen science survey project, was predicated on species recording, for BftB a main 
objective is not recording per se but increasing awareness and appreciation. Accordingly, Nest Quest tried to 
encourage ways for further interaction with nests, by taking ‘nest selfies’, and a larger collective goal of finding the 
largest, smallest, and most unusually located nests. The hope was that this might lead to snowballing follow up 
social media postings about latest findings, and a Nest Quest online community sharing records and observations, 
perhaps with a slightly competitive element. Unfortunately these extra activity options did not appear to be taken 
up during the life of the project.  

• Similarly, from the woodland festival guided walks, more experiential interaction with nests was observed to be a 
powerful engagement tool, that is, approaching the subject through senses, hearing, smelling, and observing, 
separately to an intellectual appeal to facts and information. Examples would be guided walk activities watching 
ants follow trails, listening to the sound of a nest, experimenting with litmus paper. When a live wood ant display 
in a container was set up for the information stall, some visitors would spend 20 mins to an hour silently engrossed 
observing ants. A lesson might be to have different and progressive types of engagement available, beyond basic 
taking of nest records. Short videos based on these longer interactions with nests have been completed and 
retained on the Buglife website under legacy actions.   

• Records received appeared mostly to be from the wildlife recording community, familiar with citizen science 
surveys and online recording, but perhaps with less interest in taking selfies. It was unclear if Nest Quest was 
reaching new audiences.   

• There is potential for mixed messages conflating wood ants and the Narrow-headed ant (which is not a wood ant 
species and has different nests and ecology), with confusion as to which is rare and which are being sought 
through Nest Quest.  

• Where wood ant habitats may be in relatively remote locations and not typically in places where people are 
routinely dog walking or taking exercise, perhaps there is value in recording other conspicuous ant nests e.g. of 
Yellow meadow ant (Lasius flavus) which can be found in parks and open spaces, and can also act serve as 
indicators of habitat age and quality. 

• Experiences of running Nest Quest seemed similar to those for Scotland- a comparable number of records was 
received (but without the benefit of workshop events), nests were found only in certain locations and habitats, 
there were limitations of time and running into suboptimal times of year, website technical problems, and low 
response rates without continuous follow up contact. 

• The creative side of developing innovative online resources and social media can appeal strongly to certain 
volunteers and demographic groups. 

 
As for the nest establishment targets, and with Covid wiping out a third of the project’s duration in the final field 
season, although we were unable to realise ambitions for Nest Quest, it is felt there is value in continuing exploring 
this work. See ‘Lessons learned’ and under 9. ‘Legacy’ below. 



 
 
 

 

 
 

Volunteers will 
have the 
opportunity to 
be directly 
involved in the 
conservation 
of a 
threatened 
species 

Volunteers gained:  
• New skills and 

experiences.  
• An outlet for, and 

development of 
new, interests. 

• Opportunities for 
social 
connections and 
meeting new 
people.  

• Sense of  
worthwhile 
contribution 
towards  
conservation of a 
rare and 
endangered 
species.  

• Greater 
appreciation of 
the value of local 
green spaces  

• Increased regard 
for and interest in 
wildlife generally. 

Communal 
events- group and 
public activities, 
such as nest 
census sweeps, 
practical tasks, 
events, as 
described under 
Section 5 ‘Better 
interpreted & 
explained’ above 

Individual 
opportunities- 
individual 
volunteers 
taking part in 
bespoke 
activities (e.g. 
detailed nest 
monitoring and 
studies, nest 
translocations, 
helping lead 
events, 
photography, 
student 
research 
projects), such 
as described 
under Section 5 
‘Volunteering 
time’ above  
 

Please see  
narrative below  
 
 

 

Strategy 1 and 2 narrative  (….. continued) 
• Volunteering was another beneficiary of the DWT partnership, as it was possible to ‘borrow’ an existing 

established local volunteers team which had been running successfully for over 15 years, and with which the BftB 
project officer had connections from previous work. Much of the groundwork, such as for recruiting and group 
communal spirit, was already present, and any new volunteers could easily join straight in. DWT also benefitted 
from Narrow-headed ant project volunteers recruited for the BftB project going on to other volunteering with 
DWT.  

• The two-pronged approach, that is, general events for groups, and more bespoke specialist opportunities for 
individuals, worked well in combination, plus allows for volunteers to pass between the two. There has been wider 
reach to more people, with scope for involvement in a variety of ways, expanding the types of volunteer 
contribution available. 

• Providing bespoke opportunities tapped into personal motivations, such as to gain vocational/employment skills; 
for social reasons; chances to help a worthy cause taking action for a rare species; because sites are close to home; 
because of an interest in natural history or particularly in ants; for outdoor exercise; for study projects; as a family 
activity with which younger members could also be take part. 

 
Some further reflections are: 
• Resource implications – volunteers have brought increased capacity, especially through help with regular detailed 

nest monitoring, which has been a key factor for nest introductions at other sites. Volunteers have also given 
essential help for training workshops, TV coverage, and events, such as the schools visit day and Yarner Woodland 
Festival, without which these may not have taken place. 

• By adopting more responsibilities and taking part in strategic decision making, volunteers invested more in the 
project and were more committed to the project as a result. The hope was this would instil a sense of local 
community ownership and so a more sustainable legacy in the longer term, post-BftB. To some extent this has 
been borne out by certain volunteers being motivated to continue involvement during Covid and after the BftB 
project has finished. 

• Conversely the levels of support and management for this more personalised 1:1 approach may need higher input 
by the Project Officer. This was accepted as an integral requirement of the project, especially if volunteers were to 



 
 
 

 

 
 

be able to become involved in more advanced technical operations such as nest translocations, however, there 
were resource implications of a part-time Project Officer who was therefore not in work every day. 

• Passing more responsibilities to volunteers needs a careful balance of management. Volunteers may act 
expeditiously out of enthusiasm but pre-empt formal administrative steps or permissions. At the same time, 
suppressing volunteer initiative and enterprise might lead to de-motivation.   

• Site-based activities generally took place during the working week, which would have limited or excluded 
opportunities for those of working age or with work commitments. Weekend events were organised, but this had 
resource implications particularly where the Project officer Role was part time only (see under ‘Challenges’ and 
‘Lessons learnt’ below).       

• Volunteers are not staff or under any obligation to work to set times and will have other commitments which take 
precedence. There are risks of relying too heavily on and making presumptions as to volunteer input, while it must 
be recognised that volunteers will not always be available.   

• For recruitment of volunteers, there seemed to be regular and steady interest from people contacting the project. 
Approaches from potential new volunteers were mostly through partner organisation DWT’s volunteering 
webpage, than the project lead, Buglife. An explanation was maybe that anyone interested in local wildlife 
volunteering was more likely to look to a specifically county-based organisation which owns the nature reserves 
nearby. Location of the project appeared to be an important factor, while the project focus and species themselves 
were more incidental, at least initially. This was not the case with the fewer volunteers who came forward through 
Buglife, who tended to have specialist invertebrate interest and included two volunteers who contributed among 
the most to the project. This suggests there are different types and levels of volunteering interest to cater for, 
narrower but deeper specialist interest, and broad but more general. TV and radio coverage often stimulated more 
enquiries about volunteering, but invitations to the enquirers to visit the project sites were rarely followed up. 

• Regarding retention of volunteers, there was some turnover of individuals, with some ceasing regular involvement. 
From verbal feedback there were various reasons for this, reflecting different attitudes towards, and personal 
motivations for, volunteering, for example if seeking vocational work experience, or trying out different hobby 
interests and more inclined to move on to something else after a time. Some volunteers stopped attending from 
having started work or were deterred by prevalence of ticks on the main site.  

• In the final year, Covid had a large impact on recruitment and retention, where volunteering opportunities shifted 
more to non-site-based activities, and due to frustrations at being unable to meet on the sites, leading to waning 
of interest. 

Land managers 
– site 
managers and 
wardens will 
develop new 
skills and gain 
experience of 
Narrow-
headed ant 
conservation 

Site managers and 
wardens gained:  
• Highly 

competent nest 
identification 
skills. 

• Ant generic 
identification 
skills. 

• Greater 
understanding of 
Narrow-headed 
ant species 
ecology, 
behaviour, and  
interactions. 

• Greater 
understanding of 
habitat and site 
management 
requirements. 

Land managers 
invited to take 
part in group 
census survey 
workshop events, 
which involved 
verbal 
presentation, and 
explaining and  
showing land 
managers ants and 
aspects of ant 
behaviour and 
ecology firsthand 

Follow up  
liaison: regular 
contact; site 
meetings to 
discuss 
upcoming site 
management;  
written 
information 
provided for 
management 
plans and work 
programmes  
 

  

  



 
 
 

 

 
 

Strategy 1 and 2 narrative  (….. continued) 
 
The approaches appeared to be successful because  
• Information presented through a site-based identification workshop was a familiar training format for site 

managers and wardens in their work roles.  
• During workshops, site managers were able to see and gain direct first-hand experience of Narrow-headed ant 

nests and ecological requirements, and draw on their own expertise of habitat management to understand how 
suitable conditions could be created and maintained (which reflects a conceptual three step learning process: 
introducing the new information, showing it first hand, then practical application of the new knowledge).  

• Training was repeated and followed up. Supporting written information was provided, and there was regular 
contact with site managers, updates, and annual site management meeting walks for the forthcoming practical 
work seasons. Some of this was facilitated by necessity, for example, site managers were the liaison point for 
borrowing tools for practical tasks, site access for capital works contractors, and countersigning paperwork e.g. for 
contractors, SSSI permissions, in-kind contributions. A presentation was also given at the site manager’s Project 
Information Day. 

• Site managers were actively involved in the practicalities of carrying out habitat management works and nest 
translocations. Through the course of the project, site managers could see for themselves the results of site 
management operations on nest numbers and colonisation. 

• Positive working relationships were developed with individual site managers, helped by the BftB Project Officer 
having prior connections from previous work.  

 

 Realised Target Narrative 

Number of volunteers who 
have given their time 

155 
60 

Volunteers involved in nest monitoring, helping with community 
events and practical habitat management work, Nest Quest and 
preparation of interpretation materials 
 

Number of volunteer days 
worked 

479 
375 

Principally through weekly nest monitoring and group survey and 
practical task events. 

Number of people who 
have learnt skills directly 

110 
90 

By taking part in nest survey days, guided walks and volunteer tasks, 
also volunteers learning other skills such as photography, arts and 
crafts, researching and writing text for interpretation materials.  

Number of people who 
have learnt skills indirectly 

362 

400  

(600) 

Nest Quest participation is recorded here, numbers contributing 
records to the Nest Quest webpage (71 by the end of the project) 
and/or downloading Nest Quest resources, such as the Nest Quest 
guide sheet or ant models from websites, making enquiries about Nest 
Quest, or making ant models at events. Target numbers were revised 
to 400 in the project review 2019/2020, but then impacted by Covid 
Q13-15. 

Number of people 
engaged directly 

468 
90 

Comprising those personally spoken to at event stalls and by direct 
email correspondence, attendees at guided walk events, and pupils 
spoken to during schools visit day. 
 

Number of people 
engaged indirectly 

45,993 

0 

Comprising attendees at talks, visitors to event stalls, social media, 
newsletter or e-newsletter, but not spoken to or emailed personally. 
Does not include viewing figures or readership circulation for national 
media (see below), which would add millions of potential viewers 
and/or opportunities. These figures were shared with the BftB national 
team for them to capture appropriately. 

 

  



 
 
 

 

 
 

Reflect below on to what extent your conservation work has included an inherent focus on 
people and how well this has gone. 

A focus on people was inherent from the outset, encompassing both awareness raising about 
a little-known species which arguably had limited immediate popular appeal, and through the 
active involvement of local people and volunteers as an essential component of the project.  

Providing public engagement events, such as guided walks, talks, information stalls at larger 
events, Nest Quest, and approaches to and from local schools and colleges, were key 
elements. For all activities and project actions, a first principle was to consider whether and to 
what extent these could be carried out by volunteers. Volunteers then participated in, and 
ultimately took on higher levels of responsibility for, monitoring and surveys, practical habitat 
management, and later an integral role in more technical aspects, such as nest translocations, 
site meetings to discuss targeted management work, and future project and post-BftB project 
directions. It was understood that there would be different levels and types of interest, and 
not to perceive volunteers solely as a means of gaining additional work capacity, but as 
individuals with their own aims and motivations to be catered for, with activities that must be 
enjoyable and meet the personal needs of those taking part. 

The resource implications of this were significant- the amount of survey and monitoring, and 
requisite new information that needed to be obtained before main project actions (such as 
nest introduction) could be attempted, was much greater than could be achieved by a sole 
part time Project Officer (this is discussed further under Section 8 ‘Successes’ and ‘Lessons 
learnt’ below). A result of this approach was the emergence of a group of core ‘super-
volunteers’ who developed an especially committed interest. It is hoped that the extent of 
time, and input into project-level decisions, invested by these volunteers will lead to a sense 
of community ownership, with improved prospects for the sustainability of post BftB project 
legacy actions.  

  



 
 
 

 

 
 

 

8. What worked well and what was challenging 
The project’s reflections of its most significant successes realised, challenges faced, and 
lessons learnt are described here.  
 

Su
cc

es
se

s 
   

What went well? Why does it matter? Is there anything you would recommend 
to take advantage of this success?   

Volunteer involvement. 
 
 
 

Absolutely crucial for the project, 
without which would not have 
achieved targets, without the 
extra resources and expertise 
brought. 
 
Volunteers often bring with them 
on the ground local knowledge of 
contacts and networks which 
project work would otherwise 
have limited awareness of or 
access to. For example, volunteers 
knew direct links to local Council, 
parish magazine, village 
noticeboards and local school, 
widening the reach of community 
engagement and awareness 
raising, including to new and 
different audiences. 
 
The lead/host organisation’s pre-
existing local presence/footprint 
becomes important to be able 
draw on these advantages, not so 
readily available to a more remote 
national or regional organisation. 

Recognising the importance of, and 
providing means for, maintaining volunteer 
input and involvement, during the project. 
Doing so requires some level of resources, 
at least officer time, and quite possibly 
financial support for e.g. PPE, volunteer 
travel expenses beyond the project’s life. 

Acquiring new knowledge on 
the target species’ 
autecology, when many 
aspects of this previously 
were not well known. 

New observations and discoveries 
made about Narrow-headed ant 
ecology and behaviour, a 
necessary prerequisite for certain 
key project aims and targets. Also 
of value to other Narrow-headed 
ant workers, such as in Scotland, 
and adding to the sum of 
knowledge generally.  

Continue nest introduction/establishment 
trials, and liaison with other specialists 
working in this field after the BftB project 
has finished (see under Section 9 ‘Legacy’ 
below). 

Partnerships, especially with 
DWT.  
 
Also other non-BftB partners 
e.g. NH, Wood Ant Working 
Group based in Scotland, 
Paignton Zoo.   
 
 

Significant and essential in-kind 
contribution from DWT, across a 
range of work areas, as  
owners/managers of all three 
project sites, including practical 
site management, events, local 
contacts, volunteer teams, social 
media and publicity, statutory 
permissions, lending of tools and 
equipment, managing contractors, 
and attending steering  meetings. 
 

Partnership working was facilitated by 
personal past history of involvement with 
DWT. 
 
Continue liaison and active support for 
DWT’s work on the sites after the BftB 
project has finished (see under Section 9 
‘Legacy’ below).  
 



 
 
 

 

 
 

Partnership working with NH led 
to improved management of the 
adjacent road verge, which 
contains c.10%, a notable 
proportion, of known nest 
locations. 

‘Piggy backing’ on other 
events 

Attendance at larger events run by 
other organisations (e.g. with an 
information stall and themed 
activities, as at Yarner Woodland 
Festival) was a cost and time 
effective way of increasing the 
reach and number of public 
awareness events when resources 
and time were limited. 

 

Ant-themed craft activity – 
3D slot together ant models 

Means of interpretation and 
engaging audiences at field sites 
and indoor venues where ants 
weren’t present. 
 
Provides for a different type of 
activity and skill set, a means for 
wider engagement.   
. 

When planning community engagement, 
devise creative/crafts activities alongside 
site-based and practical events, and 
designed for a range of skill levels/ages. 
See also under Section 8 ‘Lessons learnt’ 
below. 
 
Some reflections on experience of using 
the ant models are continued below. 

Is there anything you would recommend to take advantage of this success?  (continued ….)  
 
• Cutting out the individual parts could be fiddly and time consuming, which informed the decision to have 

ready perforated/press out versions printed.   
• Other paper craft resources (flying ant paper aeroplanes or ant origami) were also tried with some success, 

but were rather complicated to make and explain. A simpler and quicker, more intuitive activity was more 
inclusive for younger ages.  

• Ants (and possibly invertebrates generally) lend themselves to a model made up of a small number of 2D 
interlocking parts, that when assembled in 3D are recognisable as an ant  

• The process of making the model could be a springboard for describing about the different body parts, ant 
anatomy and ant facts 

• There was some flexibility for individual creativity and customising models, for example colouring in, adding 
wings, stick on eyes 

• The design was easily photocopiable, and pre-printed versions sendable to visitor centres. The design could be 
made available as a download, and pictures of finished models posted on social media.  
 

National media coverage 
(BBC News, Countryfile, The 
One Show, Radio 2, Country 
Life magazine, The Guardian, 
Western Morning News) 
 

Raising awareness and introducing 
an obscure little-known species. 
 
Very broad reach of national and 
regional media, with high audience 
and circulation figures.  

Combined with rare and threatened status, 
Narrow-headed ant nests remained 
conspicuous and active in the autumn - 
early winter period, when other wildlife 
could not be filmed, whereas being able to 
film Narrow-headed ant behaviour could 
be assured. This may apply to certain other 
invertebrate species as well. (Included also 
below under Section 8 ‘Lessons learnt’).  

Professionalism of central 
BftB team and consultants – 
project wide co-ordination, 
particular skills of individuals 
involved  

Enabled integrated approach to 
reporting and common issues 
across the partnership, central 
support for e.g. arts project, media 
contacts.  

 
 

 

 



 
 
 

 

 
 

C
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What challenges have been 
encountered? 

Why does it matter? Is there anything you would 
recommend to overcome this 
challenge? 

Covid-19 was a massive 
disruption in the final year, 
when it was planned to boost  
the number of nest 
introductions and Nest Quest 
community outreach in the 
final season. This effectively 
removed a third of the 
project’s duration, during 
which there could be no 
events, site visits, meetings or 
practical tasks. 
 

Undermined crucial nest 
translocation/introduction 
programme and volunteer 
monitoring input. Prevented 
planned main promotional push for 
Nest Quest.  
 
Threatens to unravel key nest 
establishment element of project 
and previous years’ work. 
Insufficient nest aftercare in spring 
may have contributed to failure of 
translocated/introduced nests. 
  
Nest introduction to other sites was 
able to resume to some extent 
through contractors, but limited in 
comparison with if the project had 
been at full staff and volunteer 
strength. 

Covid-19 unforeseen and could 
not be planned for. Legacy actions 
may be one way that Covid-19 
impacts might be mitigated. Nest 
Quest will continue to be active 
on the lead/host organisation 
website, but needs support to be 
readily adopted. 
 
 
 

Duration of project not long 
enough to see results or fully 
establish populations at the 
introduction sites.  
This is particularly because late 
start in 2017 missed the first 
field season, and Covid-19 
disrupted the final season, i.e. 
reduced to two out of the four 
available field seasons. 

Cannot be sure of success or 
otherwise of nest establishment 
trials. Trials not complete. Additional 
seasons of nest introductions 
needed to build up to self-sustaining 
population. 

Recommend that future projects 
are of longer duration. (Also under 
Section 8 ‘Lessons Learnt’ below). 
 

Intrinsic limit of popularity or 
lack of interest/dislike for 
invertebrates, in some cases 
for ants in particular. 

Makes public engagement more 
difficult, with knock on impacts on 
media and general volunteering 
interest (though see also under 
Section 8 ‘Lessons Learnt’ below). 
 

Recognise that different, more 
creative interpretation 
approaches may be needed for 
certain types of species (see also 
Section 8 ‘Lessons learnt’ below).   
 
More support and resource e.g. 
via the community arts 
programme or an interpretation 
specialist. 
 

Part-time working two days 
per week was not enough time 
to cover certain aspects of 
project thoroughly.  
 
The time between working 
days meant longer 
response/lead in times, and 
shorter deadlines. Some 
aspects of work e.g. TV filming 
demanding immediate 
attention on non-work days, 

Limited capacity as to what could 
achieve. Would have liked to have 
given more time to developing 
online resources and blogs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

More than two days per week 
needed to manage and carry out a 
project of this kind. See also 
under Section 8 ‘Lessons learnt’ 
below. 
 
Perhaps allow for flexible working 
patterns through the year, for 
example, working more or fewer 
days per week according to 
seasonal demands. Streamline 
paperwork within BftB and 



 
 
 

 

 
 

while crucial nest aftercare and 
weekend working for events, 
led to accumulation of large 
amounts of extra hours.   
 
Access to resources and 
practical logistics of storage 
and delivery. Equipment was 
stored at distance, and there 
was a high reliance on DWT 
for items such as hand tools 
for practical tasks. 
 
Larger proportion of the 
available project time needed 
to cover paperwork. 
Occasionally triplicated 
versions of similar information, 
according to different, not 
always compatible, operational 
systems between BftB, 
lead/host, and partner 
organisations 

 
 
 
 
 
Some resources and equipment 
could not be organised (e.g. when 
clashed with a DWT task at another 
site), also less time to prepare due to 
part-time working. 

lead/host organisation, allow 
smaller part-time projects greater 
flexibility with deadlines, and 
retain underspend/late spend 
within project budget for longer.  
 
Increased central support for 
part-time projects which do not 
have separate specialist 
interpretation/outreach officers.   

 

Le
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Area of the project Lesson learnt 
 

Duration of project not long 
enough to see results of 
translocations or fully to 
establish populations at 
introduction sites.  
  
Late start in 2017 missing the 
first field season, and Covid 
disruption in the final season, 
meant that two out of four field 
seasons were missed  

Recommend that future projects are longer, appropriate to the number of 
field seasons needed and the autecology of the species involved. 

Intrinsic limit of popularity or 
lack of interest/dislike for 
invertebrates, in some cases for 
ants in particular. 
 
While youngsters seemed 
generally open to invertebrate 
wildlife, some adults/teachers 
tended to have fixed attitudes 
towards ants and creepy 
crawlies, which sometimes 
partly transmitted to children.   
 
Reaching existing audiences 
and new audiences.  
 
Engagement approaches or 
activities which worked well. 

If planning a future engagement programme, take these into account and 
design engagement specifically to address these issues. 
• I sometimes encountered expressed dislike for ants and ingrained 

attitudes towards ants in general, as objects of fear, revulsion, 
nuisance, or as pests. In these cases there seemed to be an instinctive 
resistance to be overcome first before fascinating ant facts, or 
messages about why ants should be valued, could be broached.  

• For some audiences new to wildlife, involvement may have been 
challenging. Volunteering activities such as monitoring can by nature 
be repetitive; the target species bites; the main field sites has high tick 
populations and horseflies; there is boggy and difficult terrain in 
places, hot with little shade in summer, exposed with no shelter in 
winter.  

• Typical activities such as practical tasks, surveys and monitoring, 
guided walks, and events seemed to be attended mostly by traditional 
audiences (i.e. those with some level of interest in wildlife already). 
However, some volunteers and attendees were new to these, or had 
an incipient interest without having become actively involved before. 
For others, the wish to help or learn about a wildlife conservation 



 
 
 

 

 
 

project, or at a local site, seemed to be main motivating factors. There 
were also volunteers with longstanding particular entomological 
interests- it may be that Narrow-headed ant appeals especially 
strongly to niche specialist groups, than to a general wildlife interest.  

• A noteworthy result from feedback forms was that social aspects 
came through strongly as a reason for volunteers’ involvement and 
motivation 

• Craft activities expanded opportunities for engagement. It was helpful 
to devise a range of creative crafts for different ages and abilities.   
 

• Engaging audiences that initially dislike insects or other invertebrates 
might be through aspects such as:  

o rarity and threat of extinction.  
o as something special which can only be seen here; as part of 

local distinctiveness. 
o taking positive action to save the species.  
o amazing fascinating facts about ant life history and behaviour.  
o sense of mystery, in that life history is not fully known, with 

chances of making new discoveries.  
o appeal to supporting an underdog that is usually overlooked.  
o quirky, left field, non-mainstream interest.  
o utility/ecosystem services as maintainers of habitat or pest 

controllers.  
o experiential interaction directly to senses (hearing, smell, 

vision, watching), separately than appealing to intellect (i.e. by 
information or fascinating facts), as suggested by emerging 
research from University of Derby.  

National media interest in 
autumn season 

National TV coverage was gained in part due to the species being reliably 
visible and active in autumn/winter, when other wildlife could not be 
filmed. This might apply to other autumn - early winter active species.  
 
For Narrow-headed ant, this was not the sole reason, as media stories also 
focused on the species’ rarity and threatened status, local volunteer 
involvement and that positive conservation action, which could also be 
filmed, was taking place.  
 
Regarding the point raised above about levels of intrinsic interest in 
invertebrates and ants, it was reported that TV producers had made a 
conscious decision to feature a non-mainstream species as an exception to 
usual topics covered. 

Switch to web-based 
communication and online 
engagement during Covid 
 

Cultural change in working practices imposed by Covid lockdown, leading 
to a greater exploration of using online communication and engagement, 
which had not been considered to the same extent before, for example, 
BftB meetings by Zoom or Teams or talks given online. Although the 
Narrow-headed ant project was not able to take advantage of this. 
 
Also that online platforms are not a direct equivalent or alternative for 
certain types of events and activities, not better or worse, but a different 
type of engagement, the full scope and properties of which are still 
emerging. 

Status of partner organisations 
amongst BftB as a whole – 
partner organisation somewhat 
in the background, yet in this 
case the project was 
systemically dependent on 

Means for partner organisations to be better represented in some way at 
BftB project steering group level as appropriate, differentiating those 
partner organisations which have high input to projects. 
 
Might partly be addressed by inclusion of partner organisation’s logo in 
reports and on materials which feature the individual project in question.  



 
 
 

 

 
 

partner organisation sites, 
officers and resources.  
 
Dissatisfaction expressed by 
the partner organisation about 
lack of clear acknowledgement 
in a central BftB publication. 

 
 

Part-time working challenges  
 
 

More time needed for project of this kind, perhaps especially at certain 
points during the field season. For this project what tended to get left 
behind was writing of blogs and social media promotion.  
Some approaches might be: 
• ‘Piggy backing’ on other larger events where possible, as a useful way 

of increasing reach and number of public awareness events when have 
limited resources.  

• Streamlining paperwork between BftB, lead/host, and partner 
organisations. 

• Support and extra capacity from central team. 

 
  



 
 
 

 

 
 

9. The lasting legacy of the project 
The elements resulting from the project delivery that have been left behind as a future legacy 
at project and organisational levels are described here. 
 
LEGACY GOALS Successor Initiatives Plan Additional notes 

Project level: 
Project sites have agreed 
management plans in 
place 
 
Landowners aware of 
species needs and active 
in conservation effort 

Meeting held with DWT: 
• Buglife Countries 

Manager based at 
Plymouth office will take 
on responsibility for post-
BftB Narrow-headed ant 
actions within Buglife, 
with continued co-
operative working with 
DWT. 

• DWT will append 
management inserts to 
existing site management 
plans and add a reference 
note in the main body of 
the plans to this appendix, 
for each of the three 
project sites. 

• DWT will continue to 
manage the project sites. 

• Buglife will continue 
liaison with NH over A38 
road verge. 

Inserts for management 
plans on targeted 
actions for Narrow-
headed ant written and 
submitted to DWT for 
each of the three 
project sites. 
 
 
 

DWT already has, and had 
for over 10 years prior to 
BftB, a management plan 
for Chudleigh Knighton 
(main site) and which 
includes Narrow-headed 
ant as a listed feature 
subject to specific targeted 
management.  
 

Ongoing monitoring of F. 
exsecta nests/population  
 
 
Translocated nests 
monitored for at least five 
years beyond the end of 
the project, plus will 
require aftercare to 
reduce risk of failure. Site 
managers and volunteers 
to be trained to support 
monitoring 

• Monitoring programme 
incorporated into DWT 
management plans. 

• Buglife and DWT 
agreement to continue 
monitoring, using existing 
volunteer teams. DWT 
continue running their 
regular volunteer team as 
part of ongoing site 
management, and will 
make team available for 
nest monitoring.   

• Volunteers and site 
managers have been 
trained in survey methods 
through the BftB project. 
Trained volunteers are 
familiar with translocated 
nests and their aftercare 
requirements – training to 
be cascaded to any new 
volunteers.  

• Planned regular events as 
part of routine monitoring 
will double up providing 

Regular monitoring to 
be established. 
 

Post-BftB monitoring over 
a longer time scale is vital – 
it will not be clear if 
introduced nests have 
established or not for at 
least five years.  



 
 
 

 

 
 

training for new 
volunteers and site 
managers. 

• Ongoing support and 
administration for 
volunteers by Buglife.  

• Buglife to investigate 
sourcing small funds to 
cover volunteer expenses.  

Sites linked by dispersal 
routes (wildlife corridors) 

Already included in DWT 
management plan for 
Chudleigh Knighton Heath 
(compartment 7 wildlife 
corridor). 

  

Trials of methods for 
establishing nests on 
other sites need to be 
completed;  
best practice technique, 
with viable success rate, 
to be developed; 
additional two- three 
seasons or more of 
queenless nest creation 
and rearing & release of 
mated queens to build up 
populations on the 
introduction sites 

Buglife to seek grant 
funding, in liaison with 
DWT, for a next phase of 
the project, which will 
involve finishing trials and 
carrying out further 
introductions. 
 
 

  

Momentum raised by BftB 
project, awareness among 
local community, 
facilitating ongoing 
volunteering after project 
has ended 

• Ongoing support and 
administration for 
volunteers by Buglife.  

• Buglife to investigate 
sourcing small funds to 
cover volunteer expenses.  

• Buglife plans to sustain 
awareness among local 
community through social 
media, and events as 
opportunities allow, in 
liaison with DWT. 

 Important not to abandon 
volunteers who have 
become deeply engaged, 
and who are now in the 
position of having the most 
detailed specialist local site 
and species knowledge, 
and so that momentum 
does not dissipate. 

Nest Quest remains on 
website, plus resources 
continue to be available 
after the project ends 

• Nest Quest resources to 
be maintained on Buglife 
website. Promotion 
through Buglife social 
media. Resources to be 
available to partners. 

• Buglife to investigate 
functionality of Nest 
Quest webpage. 

• Arrangement made with 
Devon Biodiversity 
Records Centre on 
submission of Nest Quest 
records 

  



 
 
 

 

 
 

More knowledge gained in 
techniques for 
establishing new colonies 
 
Reports available on 
Buglife website 

Reports from the BftB 
project containing all new 
information will be available 
and maintained on Buglife 
website. 

  

Sustaining existing and 
new partnerships for 
exchange of technical  
information  

Buglife will stay in contact 
with National Wood Ant 
Steering Group network; 
Buglife Scotland office 
currently has lead role for 
the Wood Ant BAP and 
convenes these annual 
meetings.  

  



 
 
 

 
 

Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 Sites that have benefited from conservation works/inputs  
 

Site name and location Owner/Manager Project activities carried out there 
Chudleigh Knighton 
Heath SSSI 

DWT (lease holder and 
manager but not owner) 

• Four volunteers practical work parties. 
• Ongoing works by DWT: annual swaling (surface 

burning), mowing of rides, grazing, scrub cutting, 
creation of habitat corridor; targeted to areas most 
beneficial for Narrow-headed ant. 

• Nest ‘gardening’, spot clearing encroaching scrub from 
around nests . 

• Nest monitoring and marking 2017-2020. 
• Nest introduction to other site compartments July 

2018, Nov 2018. 
• 2021 project extension- volunteer led in situ mating and 

release of queens during July.  
• Additional management was undertaken in 2021 in 

response to a drastic increase in scrub in nest areas on 
the main compartment, as a result of decreased 
management activity during Covid restrictions.  

Bovey Heathfield SSSI DWT (both) • BftB capital works gorse selective clearing to restore 
heather stand autumn 2018. 

• Ongoing works by DWT: scrub cutting, managing 
grazing 

• Five volunteers practical work parties. 
• Nest introduction Nov 2018, May-July 2019, May-July 

2020.  
• Nest monitoring 2018-2021. 

Teigngrace Meadow DWT (both)   • BftB capital works gorse clearance 2019-2020. 
• Installation of grazing infrastructure 2018-19. 
• Ongoing works by DWT: annual gorse and scrub 

clearance and managing grazing. 
• Six volunteers practical work parties. 
• Nest introduction July 2019, June 2020.  
• Nest monitoring 2019-2021. 

A38 road verge (not a 
BftB project site but 
worked with NH due to 
presence of nests here) 

NH owner and manager, 
with practical 
maintenance work 
frequently carried out 
through standing 
contracts 

• Nest monitoring and marking 2017-2020. 
• Targeted scrub clearance autumn 2018. 
• Two nest ‘gardening’ volunteer tasks. 
• Supervised contractor works targeted scrub clearance 

Sept 2018, June 2019, Nov 2020. 
• Yellow rattle seeding. 
• Verge mowing maintenance. 

 
GIS generated maps for practical works – see separate document:  
SP09 capital works and site management maps  



 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 2 - Management & Maintenance plans – in place with Landowners for a 10 year 
duration  
 

Location Capital works 
undertaken  and 
date completed  
See Appendix 1 
above 

Management and 
Maintenance works 
needed 

Person/organisa
tion responsible 
and agreements 
in place  

Cash 
budget 
in BftB? 
 

In-kind 
budget 
in BftB? 
 

Other 
funding incl. 
status  

Chudleigh 
Knighton 

Carried out by 
DWT- not part of 
or funded by BftB 
 
(See: SP09 capital 
works and site 
management 
maps) 

Ongoing DWT routine 
management to be 
continued: 
• Scrub clearance 

annually and swaling 
as opportunities 
allow. 

• Ride cutting 
annually. 

• Compartments 5 and 
8- target especially  
scrub areas next to 
nests to encourage 
new colonisation. 

• Spot ‘gardening’ 
around nests which 
becoming 
overshaded/encroac
hed upon by scrub, 
as required, possibly 
by volunteers. 

• Link up 
compartments 5-8 
with habitat corridor 
– management of 
compartment 7. 

• Control scrub at site 
boundaries, 
especially 
compartments 5, 8, 
1, and 7, to deter 
colonisation by 
Formica rufa s.l. 

• Recommended 
annual autumn site 
meeting to 
determine target 
areas in upcoming 
practical season. 

• Grazing.   
• Nest 

census/monitoring 

DWT-  agreed 
to include 
appendix in site 
management 
plan. 
 
 

None  None No other 
funding. 
 
As part of 
routine 
ongoing site 
management 
by DWT, 
except for 
nest 
monitoring & 
aftercare, 
which will be 
supported by 
Buglife. 

  



 
 
 

 
 

Bovey 
Heathfield 

Scrub clearance in 
former nest site 
area by 
contractors  
 
(See: SP09 capital 
works and site 
management 
maps) 

• None in 
compartment 2- 
unsuitable due to F. 
rufa presence. 

• Compartment 1-  
none needed at this 
time.  

• Grazing. 
• Monitoring/aftercare 

of introduced nests 

DWT- agreed to 
include 
insert/appendix 
in site 
management 
plan. 
 

None  None No other 
funding. 
 
As part of 
routine 
ongoing site 
management 
by DWT, 
except for 
nest 
monitoring & 
aftercare, 
which will be 
supported by 
Buglife.  

Teigngrace 
Meadow  

• Scrub clearance 
and grazing 
infrastructure by 
contractors. 

• Scrub clearance 
near 
introduction site 
area by 
contractors. 
 

(See: SP09 capital 
works and site 
management 
maps) 

• Scrub clearance near 
nest introduction 
area ‘ant slope’, likely 
through volunteer 
parties. 

• Capital works gorse 
clearance elsewhere 
throughout the site. 

• Grazing. 
• Monitoring/aftercare 

of Introduced nests 

DWT- agreed to 
include 
insert/appendix 
in DWT site 
management 
plan. 
 

None  None No other 
funding.   
 
As part of 
routine 
ongoing site 
management 
by DWT, 
except for 
nest 
monitoring & 
aftercare, 
which will be 
supported by 
Buglife. 

Highways 
England 
A38 slip 
road verge 
(where 
Narrow-
headed ant 
nests 
present) 

Seeding with 
Yellow rattle 
(Rhinanthus minor 
)- carried out by 
volunteers with 
seed purchased 
through BftB.  
 
(See: SP09 capital 
works and site 
management 
maps) 

• Selective cutting and 
timing of verge 
management. 

• Signage and internal 
communication to 
avoid unsuitable 
management (NH  
signage has been 
installed). 

• Yellow rattle re-
seeding . 

NH 
 
Information 
provided, 
including 
working 
protocols. 
Continuing 
liaison with NH 
by Buglife. 
 

N/A N/A No other 
funding. 
 
To be 
continued as 
part of 
ongoing site 
management 
by NH, 
except for 
nest 
monitoring, 
which will be 
supported by 
Buglife 

  



 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 3 Monitoring and evaluation summary 
 
People and community engagement evaluation data summary 
 

Monitoring or 
Evaluation tool 
used 

Number collected Location Did you 
collect 
NLHF 
monitoring 
data i.e. 
age, sex 
etc 

Sample 
submitted 
with this 
template? 

What were the main things 
that the results helped you 
to discover or that they 
confirmed for you? Did 
anything surprise you? 

Recording 
numbers 
attending 
events 
(volunteer 
tasks, survey 
events, guided 
walks and talks) 
 
Recording 
numbers 
visiting 
information stall 
and who 
engaged either 
with stall 
activity and/or 
verbally, at 
woodland and 
Bristol festivals 

23 events held 
(includes volunteer 
tasks)- attendance 
recorded 
 
Three events with 
stall-  numbers 
recorded 
 

Project 
sites: 
Chudleigh 
Knighton, 
Bovey 
Heathfield, 
Teigngrace 
Meadow 
 
Two 
Yarner 
Wood 
Festivals & 
, Bristol 
festival  

No No • Numbers reflected high 
levels of commitment 
and motivation among 
volunteers.  

 
 
 
 
• Interest in ants and in 

conserving the Narrow-
headed ant expressed 
by visitors to 
information/activity 
stall.  

 
 

Feedback 
questionnaire 
‘One Minute 
Wood ants’ 
following family 
Nest Quest 
guided walks 
(which involved 
combination of 
showing/talking 
about ant nests 
and 
participatory 
activities)  

21 walk attendees 
 
Six response forms 
returned 

Yarner 
Wood 
Festival 19 
May 2019 

No Yes 
 

• Audience principally 
families, often with 
existing wildlife interest. 

• During the guided 
walks, most took part in 
the interactive activities, 
engaging directly with 
wood ants, learning and 
gaining a sense of 
discovery, even for 
those who were already 
quite familiar with ants.   

 
(continued below ….)   

main things that the results helped you to discover or that they confirmed for you? Did anything surprise you?  
continued ….  
 
• Respondents reported an increased liking for ants (66% reported increase of between 2-5 steps on a scale of 

1-7). 
• 33% of respondents said no change, but already liked ants at the highest level (7) before the walk. (I felt that 

maybe the event was reaching mostly traditional audiences/those with interest in wildlife already, rather 
than new audiences). 

• Value of experiential approach, where use senses, hearing smell etc, in a more immediate way, not only 
striking facts and figures, to engage people about ants. 

• Some younger children scared of ants on woodland floor and had a very adverse reaction to them. 



 
 
 

 
 

‘Antometer’ 
engagement 
activity testing 
attitudes to ants 
before and after 
an ant quiz and  
‘ant drive’ game 
collecting parts 
of ant model as 
answered 
questions. 

Four local schools- 
two year groups 
from three of the 
schools and one year 
from the other.   
 
122 pupils engaged. 

Bovey 
Heathfield 
schools 
day 
sessions  

No, but 
ages can 
be inferred 
from 
school 
year/key 
stage of 
classes 
attending 
(KS1 and 
KS2) 

No, but 
table of 
results in 
separate 
supplement 
‘SP09 
feedback 
forms’ 

• Joint schools day itself 
was an excellent way of 
reaching many local 
schools in one event, 
but was constrained in 
what could be done in 
the pressured time 
available per class, and 
on the particular site, 
where there weren’t 
ants or nests that could 
be seen. 

 
(continued below ….)   

main things that the results helped you to discover or that they confirmed for you? Did anything surprise you?  
continued ….  
 
• From verbal feedback via the quiz, all classes correctly answered quiz questions about wood ants, heathland 

habitats, and the benefits of the services provided by wood ants, so that it was evident that information had 
been communicated and absorbed. 

• Pupils thought more favourably about ants than at the start of the activity session (on average 20-30% pupils 
thought more favourably of ants, either liking them more, or disliking them less).    

• Schools were a captive audience with some positives and negatives in this.  It was possible to obtain a high 
response rate, but the obligatory learning context may affect attitudes and what said. Pupils sometimes liked 
to give mischievous answers. 

• Not an ideal way to collect data, where the evaluation exercise tended to predominate over the engagement 
activity, because of the strict time constraints. The before and after ‘antometer’ concept worked well, but if 
running a similar format event again, I would try to devise different activities and favour sites where ants 
could be seen, or where it might be possible to take a live ant display. 

• While youngsters seemed generally open to invertebrate wildlife (approximately half of pupils thought 
favourably of ants at the start of the activity session), adults/teachers tended to have ingrained attitudes 
towards ants and creepy crawlies, which sometimes partly transmitted to children. 

Feedback from 
teachers from 
Bovey 
Heathfield 
schools session 
day 

From each of the 
four participating 
schools 

Bovey 
Heathfield 
schools 
day 
sessions  

No Yes, in 
separate 
supplement 
‘SP09 
feedback 
forms’ 

• Schools responded 
positively and 
appreciatively. Teachers’ 
feedback from all 
participating schools 
reported that pupils 
developed ‘enthusiasm 
for the topic’, ‘thinking 
skills’ and ‘speaking and 
listening skills’.  

• All schools believed 
they would use the 
topics raised for further 
study. 

 
(continued below ….)   

main things that the results helped you to discover or that they confirmed for you? Did anything surprise you?  
continued ….  
 
• Pupils enjoyed the event (teachers rated their pupils’ enjoyment as 4-5 on a scale of 1-5, with half of schools 

giving 4 and half 5). 
• Talking-based activity was not ideal, though it was felt what could best be offered with the time and 

resources available. I became aware of the imbalance between talking and active ‘doing’ during the event and 
it was not a surprise that this was also picked up in feedback. I was pleased to learn that despite this 
enthusiasm for ants was communicated. 



 
 
 

 
 

• The event was planned with the schools for KS2 learning points; schools then requested including KS1 
classes, for which some activities were said to be too advanced. As above, if running a similar format event 
again, I would try to devise different activities and to cater for different skill levels, and favour sites where 
ants could be seen, or where it might be possible to take a live ant display. 

Feedback 
questionnaire to 
site managers – 
all site 
managers that 
have had 
involvement 
with the project 

To each of the six 
key staff 

DWT, 
NH 

No Yes, in 
separate 
supplement 
‘SP09 
feedback 
forms’ 

• Training workshops in 
ant nest identification, 
and provision of 
technical information 
about Narrow-headed 
ant species ecology, 
requirements and 
habitat management, 
have been successful  

 
(continued below ….)   

main things that the results helped you to discover or that they confirmed for you? Did anything surprise you?  
continued ….  
 
• That site managers were already relatively knowledgeable about Narrow-headed ants 
• The exercise usefully identified gaps in knowledge about nest translocation and introduction techniques 

among site managers. As a result methods will be written up and provided to site managers, alongside copies 
of  contractors’ reports describing these methods. 

Feedback 
questionnaire to 
focus group of  
‘super 
volunteers’ who 
had given 
significant time 
to the project 

To regular 
volunteers  

Individual 
volunteers 

No Yes, in 
separate 
supplement 
‘SP09 
feedback 
forms’ 

• Motivations among 
volunteers for becoming 
involved (most cited 
reasons were: interest in 
natural history; a worthy 
cause taking action for a 
rare species; because 
close to home; for social 
reasons; pre-existing 
interest particularly in 
ants/this ant species; for 
exercise; to gain 
vocational/employment 
skills)  

  
(continued below ….)   

main things that the results helped you to discover or that they confirmed for you? Did anything surprise you?  
continued ….  
 
• Confirmed that: volunteers gained skills and knowledge; there was a greater appreciation of heritage in the 

form of rare species and local green spaces; activities were enjoyed, and which activities were most enjoyed 
(those that related most directly to species conservation, such as surveying and monitoring, practical habitat 
management and nest translocations); participants gained an increased liking and appreciation for ants and 
wildlife generally.  

• Identified which activities volunteers would have liked to have become more involved with (community 
events). 

• One notable discovery was the high level of importance given to social aspects as a motivation for 
volunteering, meeting other like-minded people and making new acquaintances. 

• There was a high level of contribution by a small core number of volunteers, which might be interpreted as 
the project and species appealing perhaps to a narrower, more specialist, but deep interest, than a broad and 
general one. 

 
Some observations on this evaluation method would be that: 
• Feedback forms have provided key information in a concise and swift way, but several of those involved with 

the project did not respond. This was felt to be through a reluctance or aversion to becoming embroiled in 



 
 
 

 
 

paperwork- part of motivation for some volunteers was a wish to be apart from office culture. As an 
alternative, to some extent feedback could be obtained verbally or indirectly. For example it was evident 
from volunteers’ regular attendance, sense of commitment, reported observations of ants, and from taking 
initiative for spot clearance around nests, that knowledge had been gained and that activities were enjoyed. 
Some volunteers took new interests developed through the Narrow-headed ant project further by becoming 
involved as volunteers and taking action with other local wildlife projects. 

• There is no feedback from those who joined only once, attended only a few times, or ceased volunteering. 
From verbal and email feedback, reasons for this were clashes with other commitments, moving on to other 
interests, or living too far away for regular attendance. In other cases no reasons were given.      

 
Nest Quest 
feedback from 
groups and 
organisations 
approached 
during Covid 
lockdown  

52 
groups/organisations 
approached 

Email 
contacts 

No No • Confirmed that other 
organisations were 
displaying posters and 
disseminating 
information more widely 
as part of promoting 
Nest Quest 

• Identified that although 
groups were engaged 
and actively 
participating by seeking 
ant nests, this was not 
always leading to Nest 
Quest records being 
submitted to the 
website. Also some 
reasons for this e.g. that 
wood ants were not 
found at the sites 
visited. 

 
 
 
  



 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 4 ‘Metadata’ list of technical datasets created 
 

Dataset name Format of 
information 

Organisation 
responsible 
(as the data 
custodian) 

Shared with 
other bodies? 
(names) 

Location 
held 

Additional notes 

SP09 F exsecta 
Nest Survey GPS 
grid refs LATEST 
VERSION 6 Dec 
2020 

Excel 
spreadsheet  

Buglife DWT, Devon 
Biological 
Records 
Centre 

Buglife Grid references of 
GPS nest locations 

SP09 F exsecta 
map series 2017-
2020 

Maps series – 
pdf 

Buglife DWT 
 

Buglife Maps from regular 
monitoring 2018-
2020 

SP09 capital works 
and site 
management maps 

Maps series with 
annotations - 
pdf 

Buglife  Buglife Habitat management 
works maps 2017-
2020 

F exsecta site 
assessment survey 
Feb 2018 BftB 
Final Report J 
Walters 
reformatted 

Report by 
contractor John 
Walters pdf 

Buglife DWT Buglife Habitat Suitability 
Assessment, 
recommendations for 
introduction locations 

2459 F exsecta 
rearing report 
090419rev3 J 
Perrett 

Report by 
contractor Julian 
Perrett 2018 pdf 

Buglife DWT, 
Cairngorms 
National Park 

Buglife Captive rearing report 
and recommendations  

2018 F exsecta 
report by John 
Walters 

Report by 
contractor John 
Walters 2018; 5 
parts pdf 

Buglife  DWT, 
Cairngorms 
National Park 

Buglife Nest survey and work 
summary 2018: 
translocations 

2019 F exsecta 
report by John 
Walters 

Report by 
contractor John 
Walters 2019; 4 
parts pdf 

Buglife  DWT, 
Cairngorms 
National Park 

Buglife Nest survey and work 
summary 2019: 
queenless nests 

2020 F exsecta 
report by John 
Walters 

Report by 
contractor John 
Walters 2020; 4 
parts pdf 

Buglife DWT, 
Cairngorms 
National Park, 
expert ant 
workers 

Buglife Nest survey and work 
summary 2020:  
queenless nests and 
captive rearing and 
release 

Narrow Headed 
Ant captive mating 
and release report 
13 Nov 2020 
FINAL cmprsd 

Report by 
contractor Betsy  
Vulliamy 2020 
pdf 

Buglife DWT, 
Cairngorms 
National Park, 
expert ant 
workers 

Buglife Captive rearing + 
release of queen ants 
2020 report 

J Pullin NQ 
outreach contract 
report FINAL Oct 
2020 

Report by 
contractor Jo 
Pullin 2020 pdf 

Buglife N/A Buglife Nest Quest outreach 
2020 during Covid-19 
report  
 

For DWT 
management plan 
NH Ant inserts 
CHUDLEIGH 
KNIGHTON 

Word document Buglife/DWT DWT Buglife/DWT Appendix/insert for 
DWT site 
management plan 

  



 
 
 

 
 

For DWT 
management plan 
NH Ant inserts 
BOVEY 
HEATHFIELD 

Word document Buglife/DWT DWT Buglife/DWT Appendix/insert for 
DWT site 
management plan 

For DWT 
management plan 
NH Ant inserts 
TEIGNGRACE 
MEADOW 

Word document Buglife/DWT DWT Buglife/DWT Appendix/insert for 
DWT site 
management plan 

SP09 feedback 
forms 

Pdf document Buglife   Buglife Examples of feedback 
forms received 

 
 
  



 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 5 Species Monitoring Plan 
 
Selected 

Primary Species Formica exsecta (monitoring based on F. exsecta nests) 

Region South West 

Sites included Chudleigh Knighton Heath, Bovey Heathfield, Teigngrace Meadow 

Recording areas 
• Chudleigh Knighton compartments 1, 5, 7, 8, road verge 
• Bovey Heathfield compartment 1 
• Teigngrace Meadow south eastern ‘ant slope’ 

Number of visits At least one, recommend two per year for routine monitoring 

Timing For routine monitoring: if one monitoring survey per year, in Sept. If two, one in May-June, 
one in Sept 

Method type 

Three levels of survey: 
 
Ongoing routine monitoring in relation to baseline data, as a minimum should consist of a 
nest census sweep, which could be a volunteer/public event. Number of people needed at 
least 5-6, though easier and quicker with larger groups. At least one trained/experienced 
person who is able to identify nests and Formica exsecta to be present, and if possible one 
trained/experienced person per 5-6 surveyors. Census survey at least once per year 
(September, if one survey only), and recommended twice per year (May-June and 
September) 
 
Or alternatively, individual or small group (1-3) of trained volunteers/contactor to survey 
nest locations using GPS, expected to take 1-2 person days per monitoring survey. 
  
Plus survey of surrounding areas for any new nests on introduction sites twice a year, 
recommended in May-June and September. 
 
 
Post-introduction monitoring and aftercare for nests on Bovey Heathfield and Teigngrace 
Meadow:  
i) Post over-wintering visit to translocated/queenless nests every 7-10 days mid-March to 
mid-May; recommend inspection also 1-2 times per month from June - November; with 
aftercare feeding as require. 
ii) Survey of surrounding areas for any new nests on introduction sites at least twice a year, 
recommend in May-June and September. 
 
 
Captive rearing, queenless nests or translocations: 
More intensive survey needed to identify which nests are most active and productive. Visit 
every 7-10 days between May - July, surveying a sample of 100 nests each visit, checking 
via inspection tiles placed on nests 

Field methods 

For routine survey by volunteer group ideally of 8-10 or more: ‘forensics line’ sweep across 
Chudleigh Knighton compartments 5 and 8.  
 
For compartments 7 and 1, where one nest only, and road verge, inspection by single person 
if not included in census day. 
 
Or alternatively:  
 
By individual or small volunteer group, by finding/re-locating nest grid references with GPS   

  



 
 
 

 
 

Abundance 
measure 

Not possible to measure definitively for reasons described in final report. Only gross changes 
in number of nests detectable. Indicator would be drastic drop in number of nests, loss of 
nests from known areas of site where nests are abundant, or new nests in recently managed 
areas of the site where nests could not have been present before. 

Distribution 
measure 

Continued presence at main site Chudleigh Knighton in known compartments (5 and 8, with 
single nests in compartments 1 and 7, plus the road verge adjacent to compartment 8). Any 
colonisation of new areas following management works. 
Presence at the introduction sites Bovey Heathfield, Teigngrace Meadow, and any new nests 
generated on those sites not directly introduced. 

Other 
measure(s) 

If opportunities allow and as required: nest activity and productivity status, by use of 
inspection tiles on nests, as per 3. above under ‘Method type’ 

Sites:-  

• Chudleigh Knighton SSSI 
• Bovey Heathfield SSSI 
• Teigngrace Meadow  
For monitoring maps see separate document SP09 F exsecta map series 2017-2020  

 
Fig. 2 Narrow-headed ant BftB project sites 
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