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An ant supercolony is a collection of multiple 
interconnected nests (Buczkowski et al 2004). Aggressive 
invasive species of ants such as the Argentine ant form 
supercolonies potentially allowing them to dominate their 
neighbors (Buczkowski et al 2004). Formica oreas and 
other species of wood ants form their nests out of needles 
and dirt to form a mound. The needles are laid overtop of 
the nest in order to form a thatch the protects the mound 
from the weather. Depending on the size each nest can 
contain between dozens (at the low end) to thousands of 
ants (at the high end). Aggression trials are introducing 
ants of different areas to each other in a petri dish. 
Aggressiveness is then determined by behavior. Biting and 
pulling are considered aggressive behaviors while 
attenation, stroking and feeding are friendly behaviours.  
Generally ignoring the other ants is not considered 
aggressive and the ants can be considered part of the 
same colony. Genetic analysis can help us determine if the 
ants from different colonies are related more to each 
other than from F. oreas colonies that are not part of the 
supercolony. This can help explain if genetic relatedness 
can explain unicolonial behavior in this species. Nests of F. 
oreas in Fish Creek Provincial Park can be very small (a few 
centimetres wide) to very large (a metre wide). Typically 
the very small nests will be close by other nests of the 
supercolony. Ant supercolony research has increased in 
the last few decades and more and more publications are 
coming out about this field (Abril & Gomez 2011; 
Brodetzki et al 2018; Buczkowski et al 2004; Schultner et 
al 2016; Suhr et al 2011; Sunamura et al 2007; van der 
Hammen et al 2002 & van Wilgenburg et al 2010). Much 
of this work involves studying the Argentine ant (Abril & 
Gomez 2011; Buczkowski et al 2004; Suhr et al 2011, 
Sunamura et al 2007; Van Wilgenburg et al 2010) but a 
multispecies approach incorporating information of many 
supercolony forming ant species and comparing the 
similarities across species has come to the fore (Brodeski
et al 2018; Schultner et al 2016; van der Hammen et al 
2002). 
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The researchers recorded distance from nest to landmarks 
as well as local area conditions. We recorded organisms 
near nest. We recorded information about nest (thatched 
or not etc.) We also recorded location of nest using 
Garmin Glow. We used forceps collect five individual ants 
and place them in vial of ethanol. We then recorded nest 
number and place slip of paper with nest number on it 
into vial with the samples. 

We recorded location of all nests that were within clusters 
using Garmin Glow. Spatial data was recorded to indicate 
the location of nest were latitude, longitude and altitude 
(elevation). Then we displayed spatial information on 
nests using Google Maps by entering the latitude and 
longitude coordinates into the search location bar. Then 
labeled the location using the label feature. This records 
the location in your Google account with the desired label 
associated with it. Presence of Thesium plants were also 
recorded in the notes. 

The areas where supercolony nests were searched for 
were where previous year’s students had reported seeing 
large clusters of many nests. Accordingly the areas where 
nests were searched for were Shannon Terrace, Marshall 
Springs and Parkland within Fish Creek Provincial Park in 
Calgary. Nests that could be seen from the paths were 
located as those were the only areas searched. Foothills 
area was also investigated for F. oreas. Genetic samples 
were taken from the Foothills and a map created of 
potential nests containing F. oreas. 

Aggression tests were conducted for nests in Marshall 
Springs and Shannon Terrace. Aggression was considered 
when the ants bit or grabbed onto other ants. Aggression 
tests were performed by placing five workers from each 
sampled colony into a petri dish together.

Species identification was conducted by capturing ten 
ants and placing them in vials containing 70% ethanol 
solution. Genetic samples were gathered by placing thirty 
ants in vials containing a solution of 90% ethanol.

Over 650 separate F. oreas nests discovered. Most of 
these were in the Marshall Springs and Shannon Terrace 
areas of the Park. Far fewer wood ant nests in general 
were found north of the Bow River than were south of it. 
Although visits to other areas of the FCP were few, F. 
oreas colonies have thus far not been found there except 
for one colony in Parkland

This study has definitively demonstrated that a large, 
previously unknown F. oreas supercolony exists in FCP. 
Future genetic studies and the discovery of more nests 
especially pertaining to other areas of the park and 
perhaps the Tsuu T’ina Reserve may help us to understand 
the extent and nature of the supercolony. This study will 
hopefully pave the way in the study of F. oreas
supercolonies contributing to the field of supercolony
research. Additionally research could begin on 
supercolony research in Canada and the Great Plains of 
the US. F. oreas range extends over much of  North 
America (GBIF 2019) meaning that many supercolonies
likely exist.
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Figure 1. Supercolony Nests at Votier’s Flats

Figure 3. Supercolony Nests at Shannon Terrace

Figure 2. Supercolony Nests at Marshall Springs
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