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Camponotus vagus (Scopoli, 1763) (Hymenoptera, 
Formicidae) in Norway
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The Norwegian records of the ant Camponotus vagus (Scopoli, 1763) are presented and the distribution 
is discussed. Information on its biology and habitat choice is given. C. vagus is an overlooked species 
that must be considered rare in Norway.
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INTRODUCTION

The genus Camponotus Mayr, 1861 is represented 
by four species in Scandinavia (Collingwood 
1979): C. herculeanus (Linnaeus, 1758), C. 
ligniperda (Latreille, 1802), C. fallax (Nylander, 
1865) and C. vagus (Scopoli, 1763).

C. herculeanus and C. ligniperda are known from 
all the Scandinavian countries. Both species are 
common in Norway (Kvamme 1982). C. fallax is 
known from Strömsholm, Västmanland county, 
Sweden, as the only locality in Scandinavia 
(Douwes 1995). Campontus species are known as 
important destroyers of wood in houses, which is 
reflected in the English name Carpenter ants.

The fourth species, C. vagus (Figure 1) is a 
West Palaearctic species known from southern 
Scandinavia to north-western Africa and from 
Portugal to Altai (Czechowski et al. 2002). The 
records are scattered and isolated in Northern 
Europe. Southwards the species are more common 
(Seifert 2007). The species has previously been 

recorded from Sweden and Finland. According to 
Collingwood (1979) an old record from Karelia 
Australis is represented by one single specimen 
in the Helsinki Museum. Two colonies have been 
observed at Rymättylä, Aasla in 1968 and 1969, 
and Rymättylä, Kuusinen in 1969. Both colonies 
were found in crevices of sunny rocks (Merisou 
& Käpylä 1975). In Sweden C. vagus has been 
recorded from Öland and Gotland. These records 
are more than hundred years old (Douwes 1995). 
C. vagus is easily identified by its relatively large 
size (worker, 6–12 mm), uniform black colour 
and the long and dense body hairs. C. vagus is 
known to be both carnivorous and aphidicolous 
(Collingwood 1979, Seifert 2007). 

C. vagus colonies are commonly found in wood 
in dry habitats in central Europe (Pisarski 1961, 
Seifert 2007). However, the species is also known 
from nests under stones. Open sunexposed 
habitats are preferred (Pisarski 1961). Colonies 
commonly have from 1.000 to 4.000 workers, 
but can contain up to 10.000 individuals (Seifert 
2007). C. vagus is considered to be strong and 
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Figure 1. Camponotus vagus (Scopoli, 1763), worker (Photo: Lars Sandved Dalen).

aggressive, usually competing well with other ant 
species (Czechowski 2005, Seifert 1996, 2007).

MATERIAL

The material is deposited in the collection of the 
Natural History Museum, University of Oslo, 
and in the private collection to K. M. Olsen. The 
nomenclature is according to Bolton (1995).

THE RECORDS

All records are from Østfold County (Ø) in 
south-east Norway (Figure 2): Hvaler: Spjærøy, 
Holmetangen (EIS 20, UTMWGS8432VPL106503), 
12 June 1998, 4 colonies (leg. T. Kvamme) 
(Figure 3). Two additional colonies were 
observed in the area in 1999. Fredrikstad: Onsøy, 
Ødegård (EIS 20, UTMWGS8432VPL034641), 
August 2005, 2 colonies (leg. O. J. Lønnve) 
(Figure 4). Hvaler: Vesterøy, Utgårdskilen (EIS 
20, UTMWGS8432VPL07545024), 16 August 2006, 
1 single worker (leg. K. M. Olsen). No colonies 
where observed. Hvaler: Vesterøy, Sekkevika 
(EIS 20, UTMWGS8432VPL087507), 16 August 
2006, 1 single worker (leg. K. M. Olsen). No 
colonies where observed. 

All the localities get dry and hot during sunny 
summer days.The vegetation is relatively sparse 
and exsposed rocks are parts of all the localities. 
The localities at Holmetangen and Ødegård are 
both surrounded by summer-cottages. Figure 2. Østfold is situated on southeast Nor-

way. The map also shows the known distribution 
of C. vagus in Fennoscandia.

At Holmetangen the habitat is almost naked rocks, 
with little soil and sand present. The vegetation 
consists mostly of scattered Pinus sylvestris L. 
and spots of mainly grass, mosses and Calluna 
vulgaris (L.). The colonies were discovered under 
stones, cracked loose by water and ice, but with 
only narrow crevices between the solid rock and 
the stones (Figure 5). No visible signs indicated 
the presence of a colony, except for entrance holes 
and workers running to and from. One colony 
was opened and thousands of eggs, larvae and 
pupas were observed. Only a single specimen of 
Formica sp. was observed in the colony area.

At Ødegård two colonies were discovered within 
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an area of approximately 3000 m2, on the top of 
a rocky ridge, some few hundred meters from the 
seaside. The distance between the colonies was 
approximately 50 m. One was situated in cracks 
in the rocks, and the other in a rotten pine root. 
Compared to Holmetangen, the vegetation is 
more diverse. Many different trees occur in the 
area. The field layer is dominated by C. vulgaris 
and grass. In the area C. ligniperda was quite 
abundant. Workers of Lasius Fabricius, 1804 and 
Formica were also observed in great numbers.

At Utgårdskilen the habitat consists of meadows 
and grazing land among patches of exsposed 
rocks. The ant was collected at one of these rock 
patches. The locality is very close to the sea with 
an elevation of only 0–5 m. At Sekkevika one 
single worker was collected on a small beach. The 
beach area is adjacent to a small beach meadow 
surrounded by rocks.

DISCUSSION

The climatic conditions in Østfold are mild 
(Tveito et al. 2000). The winter mean temperature 
is usually above -4 C°. Occasionally the 
temperature can drop below -15 C° (information 
from The Norwegian Meteorological Institute). 
When combined with little or no snow cower, the 
ant colonies may be exposed to low temperatures. 
C. vagus also occurs in areas which can have 
very cold winter climate like Finland, Poland and 
Altai. This indicates that the winter temperature 
is not a main limiting factor. The summer 
climate in the area is in general good, although 
the summer season is shorter than. C. vagus is a 
thermophile species (Pisarski 1961). The choice 
of sunexsposed rocky habitats in Fennoscandia 
may compensate for short periods with cooler 
summer temperatures. Limitations in distribution 
of C. vagus in Norway might be dependent on the 
summer climate and not the winter temperature. 

The species is supposed to be extinct in Sweden 
(Gärdenfors 2005). In Norway C. vagus is 
considered to be near threatened due to the limited 
known distribution (NT) (Hansen et al. 2006). 
This is based on the preliminary reports of all 

Figure 3. C. vagus locality at Holmetangen in 
Hvaler municipality. Photo: Tone Vik.

Figure 4. C. vagus locality at Ødergård in Fred-
rikstad municipality. Photo: Ole J. Lønnve.

Figure 5. Entrance hole to a C. vagus colony at 
Holmetangen. Photo: Tone Vik.

the records presented (cf. Kvamme 1999 and the 
records from Ødegård). When the ant colonies are 
too close to houses and summer cottages people 
want to get rid of them in order to avoid problems. 
During the summer of 2007 the colony closest to 
the summer cottage at Ødegård was destroyed by 
its owner.
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Like elsewhere in Northern Europe, C. vagus must 
be considered a rare species, although locally 
common in Norway. The species has probably 
been overlooked. Search for the species in the 
same type of habitats may reveal new populations 
in the coastal areas of e.g. Vestfold, Telemark and 
Aust-Agder counties in Norway and the western 
coast of Sweden. 
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