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as well as several immature Dipoena.  A single female 

was found on the second day (NJ030163), as well as two 

juvenile Dipoena, during one hour of searching.  All were 

located by searching tree trunks for webs, and finding 

captured wood ants, in several cases with spiders still 

feeding on their prey.  Many other dead wood ants were 

also found hanging from silk in similar circumstances, 

but where no Dipoena were located nearby.  All Dipoena 

and webs were found on old Scots pine with deeply 

fissured bark, in close proximity to an active wood ant 

commuting route.  Dead ants were found hanging from 

silk (with at least one attachment point from the head) 

pulled away from the trunk, secured from a small broken 

branch or other protrusion from the tree.  All webs and 

Dipoena were found on an east-south-east to south-east 

aspect of the tree trunks.  These records were made at the 

end of the known adult season for D. torva (May to 

August in the UK (Bee et al. 2017), although Bratton 

(1991) states females are also found in September).  It’s 

also worth noting that the author could only safely access 

heights up to 2 m on tree trunks, but Simon (1997) found 

D. torva to be most abundant at heights of around 10 m, 

with few below 5 m.  Therefore, the survey season and 

restricted survey height are likely to have limited the 

number of individuals encountered. 

A notable record of D. torva was also made at Alvie 

Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) during site 

condition monitoring surveys completed by Caledonian 

Conservation Ltd, under contract to Scottish Natural 

Heritage (SNH), although the target notified features did 

not include spiders (Cathrine et al. 2015).  A single 

female D. torva was collected on 15 July 2013 by Chris 

Cathrine and Glenn Norris using bugvac (vacuum 

sampling) at the edge of woodland to the east of Bogach 

(NH882096).  Although collected from the ground, trees 

had been beaten, shaken and swept before vacuum 

sampling in search of one of the notified features, 

Hagenella clathrata (Trichoptera).  It is therefore 

considered likely that the specimen was dislodged from a 

tree before being collected from vegetation at the base.  

The woodland at this site is dominated by birch (Betula 

spp.), although there are scattered pines, and wood ants 

are present in the area (Figure 1).  Although more 

commonly encountered on old pines throughout its range, 

D. torva is known to occur on broadleaved trees such as 

oaks elsewhere in Europe, and many of the birch trees at 

Alvie SSSI have deeply fissured trunks, which could be 

used by D. torva for web construction (Simon 1997; 

Aakra & Hauge 2000; Almquist 2005).  F. aquilonia are 

also known to utilise mixed woodland, including birch, 

although may be more difficult to detect in such habitat 

as nests can be less obvious (Stockan & Robinson 2016; 

Chris Cathrine pers. obs.).  It therefore seems likely that 

habitat structure (i.e. deeply fissured bark on trees for 

web construction) and availability of prey (i.e. wood ants) 

are key relevant factors for D. torva, as opposed to the 

actual tree species present.  Similarly, their presence in 

relatively open woodland areas may relate to the ecology 

of their wood ant prey, rather than representing a direct 

ecological requirement for the spider – F. aquilonia is the 

wood ant species most tolerant of shade in Scotland, but 

still tends to nest along forest rides in closed canopy 

plantation (Hughes 2006). 

In the latest status review by Harvey et al. (2017), 
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Observations on Dipoena torva (Araneae: 

Theridiidae) ecology, including a record 

from Alvie Site of Special Scientific Interest 

(VC96 East Inverness-shire, Scotland) in 

birch dominated woodland 
 

by Chris Cathrine 

 

Dipoena torva is considered to be associated with Scots 

pine (Pinus sylvestris) in open woodland in Scotland, 

where it spins a web in fissures of bark near wood ant 

(Formica aquilonia and possibly other species) trails.  

When the ant’s antennae are ensnared by the web the 

spider envenomates its prey, biting through the thin 

membrane at the base of an antenna.  The spider then 

tends to move the captured wood ant away from the tree 

trunk, and the risk of other ants attacking it or stealing its 

prey before it can feed on the tissues in its head.  Even 

immature D. torva are able to feed in this way (Bratton 

1991; Roberts 1995; Davidson 2011; Bee et al. 2017; 

Chris Cathrine pers. obs.).  Observations of D. torva are 

provided below, hopefully adding further ecological 

detail, which may aid surveyors hoping to locate this 

species, or those aiming to conserve populations. 

The author spent four hours over two days in 2016 

visually searching for spiders in the Caledonian pine 

forest east of Loch an Eilein, Rothiemurchus Estate 

(NH8908, 4 September), and east of Forest Lodge, 

Abernethy Forest (NJ0316, 7 September).  On the first 

day, during three hours of searching, four female D. torva 

were found (three at NH898084 and one at NH899084), 
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(equivalent to the categories used in Bratton 1991) and 

assigned the Near Threatened IUCN threat category. 

 

Note that all invertebrate records collected during site 

condition monitoring undertaken by Caledonian 

Conservation Ltd in Scotland are available at full 

resolution on NBN Atlas as required under SNH contract 

(https://registry.nbnatlas.org/public/show/dp4). 
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Figure 1.  Example of semi-natural mixed woodland habitat dominated by birch (Betula spp.)  

with scattered pines at Alvie SSSI. Photograph © Chris Cathrine / Caledonian Conservation Ltd. 
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