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Introduction
Wood ant nests can be commonly encountered at 
development sites within their core range –
particularly in the Cairngorms National Park. All four 
related species are on the Scottish Biodiversity List 
and offer habitat for the rare shining-guest ant 
(Formicoxenus nitidulus). They are also keystone 
species providing ecosystem services such as pest 
control and maintaining woodland structure.  As 
such, wood ant nests are an important consideration 
for developments.  This poster presents a protocol 
for translocation which was trialled at Aviemore
Primary School with hairy wood ants (Formica 
lugubris) in 2012, for Highland Council.

The four wood ant species have different 
habitat requirements. The microhabitat 
surrounding the nest is also important 
(e.g. aspect, slope, elevation, hill-shading, 
canopy, location and size of trees etc).
• Microhabitat of donor site must be 

surveyed.
• Potential receptor sites that match 

these requirements must be 
identified.

2. Territorial
Wood ants are territorial and will 
compete with the same and other ant 
species. Territory differs between 
species but may be up to 100m from 
the nest.
• Survey for other ant nests within 

100m of potential receptor sites.

3. Other 
Interactions

Wood ants are ecosystem 
engineers and interact with 
other invertebrate species. A 
key consideration is 
availability of aphids which are 
farmed for honeydew. Wood 
ants may also affect 
invertebrate communities.
• Survey invertebrates 

targeting aphids and 
species of conservation 
concern within 100m of 
receptor site.

The hairy wood ants are still using their original nest 
two years after translocation at Aviemore Primary 
School in 2014.

Wood ant nests are complex structures and it is essential to 
maintain the architecture during the translocation process. 
Therefore, preparations are essential.
• Prepare receptor site (including 

hole).
• Prepare route (clear obstacles).
• Keep nest as intact as possible 

(may require trees or stumps to 
be moved if integral to nest 
structure).

• Ensure retention of nest aspect.

Wood ants are active 
throughout the summer, while 
queens hibernate during winter. 
These are sensitive times for 
the colony, which must be kept 
as intact as possible during the 
translocation.
• Move in spring or autumn.
• Move as early as possible 

in morning when 
temperatures are 5 to 10ºC.

• Complete a trial run.
• Ensure Ecological Clerk of Works 

is on-hand to tackle any issues 
arising.

• Ensure excavator or tree spade 
operator is highly skilled.

• Move nest in one complete unit to 
maintain nest architecture.

• Place in hole at receptor site 
gently.

• Maintain nest aspect.
• Protect nest from damage by 

construction activities with barrier 
fencing.

7. Monitoring
Monitoring should be completed to inform future 
wood ant translocations.  Nest size, microhabitat 
and location should be recorded, as colonies may 
move.  Budding should also be noted as this is a 
sign of colony stress.
• Short-term – Daily check for first week 

followed by three further visits: 6 weeks,         
3 months and 6 months.

• Long-term – Two visits: 1 year and 2 years.
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