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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

On June 26th, 2012 a planning session was held in Burnaby, BC for governments on 

the invasive European fire ant, Myrmica rubra. The planning session involved 

learning about the biology and distribution of M. rubra, as well as current control 

methods. The planning session has initiated a Joint Action Plan for communication 

between key stakeholders to address the growing public and biological concern 

towards fire ants.   

Joint Action Plan Objectives: 

1. Improve mapping/inventory of fire ant distribution in BC ; 

2. Issue Identification; 

3. Improve communication and education; 

4. Identify relevant regulations/legislation: federal, provincial and local levels; 

5. Increase research. 

 

Stakeholders involved in the discussion have agreed to take the lead on the issues 

of each objective. Together, the control of the spread of M. rubra in BC is 

promising.  
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1.0  PURPOSE 

On Tuesday June 26th, 2012 representatives of local and provincial government 

groups, non-profit organizations and myrmecologist Dr. Rob Higgins gathered to 

learn about European fire ant biology, habitats and current locations in British 

Columbia.  The goal of the planning session was to share knowledge on treatment 

and response approaches in order to build a collaborative action plan for 

responding to invasive fire ants.  The planning session has set into motion a Joint 

Action Plan for communication between key stakeholders to address the growing 

public and biological concern towards fire ants.  The following describes the content 

of the planning session and the conclusions that have been based on the group 

discussions. 

2.0  D ISTRIBUTION,  BIOLOGY AND MANAGEMENT  
(PRESENTER:  DR.  ROB H IGGINS) 

2.1  D ISTRIBUTION 

The European Fire 

Ant (Myrmica rubra) 

has become an 

invasive species in 

British Columbia (BC).  

While M. rubra in its 

native habitat of 

Europe is known to 

sting, it is not known 

to be as aggressive as 

the colonies that 

have formed in 

Canada and are now 

considered to be invasive. Within North America, M. rubra was first introduced 

around 1900 in the United States (US) in Boston.  More recently, this species spread 

across eastern Canada in the Maritimes, reaching Ontario and now into BC. M. 

rubra is a moisture-loving ant, requiring 700mm of annual precipitation in their 

habitat.  Within BC, its potential range extends along the entire western coast north 
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to Prince Rupert. In lower mainland, M. rubra could establish from the western 

coast east to the District of Hope, while most of the interior of BC is too dry.  

2.2  BIOLOGY 

The behaviour of M. rubra changes according to 

the temperature; when it is warm and humid the 

ants become much more active and are highly 

prone to swarm and sting.  This species of ant 

forms dense colonies in yards making the area 

difficult to use for residents and extremely 

unusable for small children or pets.  Other 

locations of concern for M. rubra infestation 

include high value parks, community gardens and 

in sweet crops via aphid tending.  

Where M. rubra has been found, the colonies tend 

to be heavily established and local within city 

blocks, as they do not cross over paved roads of a 

particular width. M. rubra thrives in heat and 

moisture, therefore, backyard lawns that have 

fences, trees and shrubs, raised garden beds, 

frames, greenhouses and lawn clutter are ideal for 

infestation. All of the above create prime habitat, 

providing good insulation at ground level and 

enough shading to hold moisture. 

2.3  MANAGEMENT:  MAPPING,  CONTROL AND EDUCATION  

In order to control the spread of M. rubra, exact locations of the ants and the 

extent of spread within each local site needs to be determined.  Once this is 

accomplished, containment of the ants through education and monitoring may 

occur.  

Currently, no effective control has been found in eastern Canada and the U.S. In BC, 

pesticides using boric acid have been found to show some success in controlling M. 

rubra.  The problem associated with using boric acid commercial baits is that the 

concentration of boric acid is too high, ranging from 3-5%, whereas pesticide baits 

containing 0.25-1% of boric acid have been found to be a more successful control. 
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Another problem associated with pesticides is the correct placing of baits over an 

infested area.  Often, not enough bait is placed over an area to control the 

infestation.  General recommendations for control include: cutting the grass short, 

removing lawn clutter, placing paving rocks on top of gravel opposed to soil and 

turning over garden beds when cold snap in the winter is expected.  Effective 

control requires involvement of the entire community so that the spread does not 

continue to occur.  Therefore, community education is essential. 

M. rubra will continue to spread in BC unless there is a better understanding of 

their spread and distribution as well as their control and containment.  With 

increased awareness in the community, additional spread may be minimized and 

ideally stopped. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.0  BC 

PEST RISK ASSESSMENT AND RECOMMENDED MEASURES  
(SPEAKER:  TRACY HUEPPELSHEUSER) 

In spring 2012, a pest risk analysis (PRA) for M. rubra in British Columbia was 

prepared by Tracy Hueppelsheuser (Ministry of Agriculture), Linda Wilson (Ministry 

of Agriculture), and Rob Higgins (Thompson Rivers University). The PRA follows the 

framework for pest risk analysis by the Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA). 

¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ tw! ƛǎ ǘƻ άǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǇŜǎǘ ǊƛǎƪΣ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΣ 
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uncertainties, and management/mitigation options. Additionally, risk 

communication with stakeholders is considered, and references coƳǇƛƭŜŘέ1. 

PRA conclusions and management recommendations are based on risk (risk = 

probability x consequences). Through the analysis of risk management options, 

recommended measures and risk communication amongst stakeholders are 

presented. A PRA is a demonstration tool used to work through some of the options 

to control M. rubra.  

The recommendations made within the PRA involve more research on management 

and a better understanding of aΦ ǊǳōǊŀΩǎ current spread, distribution and biology in 

BC. A PRA is a working document. As the biology, distribution and control methods 

become better understood, the information may be added to the PRA so that it 

continues to serve as a useful tool for decision-making. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1  Hueppelsheuser, T., Wilson, L. and Higgins, R. 2012. Pest Risk Analysis for European Fire Ant (Myrmica rubra) in British Columbia. 

BC Ministry of Agriculture and Thompson Rivers University. 6 pp. 
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4.0  LOCAL GOVERNMENT ROUNDTABLE:  STATUS REPORT 

OF CURRENT LOCATIONS AND APPROACHES USED 

CITY OF VICTORIA 

The infestations in Victoria are in four known locations.  At each location the ants 

are within a contained area.  The properties do not back onto parkland.  The City 

has not been able to actively control the problem, as there is no bylaw that allows 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΦ  The City has been able to 

assist those who seek help to manage the infestations to the best of their 

knowledge. 

CITY OF BURNABY 

The City has been able to advise those seeking help on what they should do to 

manage fire ants on their property.  Posters displaying common facts about fire 

ants have been made and posted at key locations around an infested community 

garden.  In the community garden, the City is trying to control infested edge plots in 

order to control further spread.  Additionally, the City is trying to establish areas to 

dispose of waste to control transportation of fire ants to new locations. 

CITY OF RICHMOND  

Currently the City is not doing anything in regards to the fire ant as staff are waiting 

to confirm whether the ant is present. 

FRASER VALLEY REGIONAL D ISTRICT 

Information on the fire ant is completely new to them.  Currently the City is not 

doing anything in regards to the fire ant.  The confirmation of an infestation in the 

region was just confirmed yesterday. 

D ISTRICT OF NORTH VANCOUVER 

The City has located specific areas of fire ant infestation and plan to   work with 

homeowners to use select houses as test plots.  There is parkland adjacent to some 

of infested properties; staff is hoping that the streets are wide enough to prevent 

further spread.  To date, the focus has mainly been on education as well as 
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encouraging the use of boric acid. Some residents do not want to use any 

pesticides; therefore, there is a need to have other control options so that the 

spread of fire ants may be contained. 

5.0  PLANNING FORWARD 

All stakeholders involved in the discussion agreed to work collaboratively towards 

targeting the invasive M. rubra issue.  The discussion began with the broad issues 

that need to be targeted, followed by determining objectives for a Joint Action Plan, 

finishing with immediate steps of action to be taken in 2012.  The discussion 

allowed for the group to target specific objectives and work together to assign roles 

to each of the stakeholders involved. 

5.1  PRELIMINARY D ISCUSSION 

The group was asked to brainstorm on the next steps that need to be taken to 

manage M. rubra in BC.  The following is a summary of the list which was generated 

by the group. 

1. Control: increase effectiveness of techniques and practices; 

2. Communication: build between industry, gardeners and community 

gardens; 

3. Education: how to identify, control and close pathways; 

4. Issue Identification: identify how big the problem is and why is it a concern 

for the community; 

o Someone at a higher provincial level of authority should take the 

lead on the initial identification of the problem 

o Determine if fire ants are a risk to human health or environmental 

health  

5. Risk assessment: the risk issues need to be clarified; 

6. Federal/provincial/regional/municipal government: establish a joint 

approach between governments; 

7. Gaps in legislation/bylaws: determine where the species fits into provincial 

government and what level of government should be responsible; 

8. Research on biology and habitat: conduct a literature review on how other 

jurisdictions are dealing with the issue. 
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5.2  JOINT ACTION PLAN  

Based on these general recommendations made by the group, key immediate 

priorities for a Joint Action Plan were identified. 

1. Improve mapping/inventory of fire ant distribution in BC ; 

2. Issue Identification; 

3. Improve communication and education; 

4. Identify relevant regulations/legislation: federal, provincial and local levels; 

5. Increase research. 

5.3  JOINT ACTION PLAN:  AFTER GROUP D ISCUSSION 

In order to address each of the objectives of the Joint Action Plan, the group was 

split into five smaller groups to target each objective specifically.  The following is a 

summary list of the issues discussed by each of the five groups, highlighting the 

issues that each group described as the highest priority. 

1) Improve mapping/inventory of fire ant distribution in BC 

a) Hold fire ant identification workshop on how to identify fire ants; 

b) Develop standard protocol for identification and reporting; 

c) Initiate and expand on mapping of current fire ant locations and spread; 

d) Identify other local experts that are specialized in ants that may assist in 

monitoring for spread; 

e) Identify high-risk public and private areas that may be susceptible to fire ant 

infestation; 

f) Determine who has access to the map of fire ant locations and who is able 

to update the map. Confidentiality issues must be dealt with before moving 

forward 

Top issues to be addressed within the next year: confidentiality, fire ant 

identification workshop, reporting protocol, 2012 fire ant distribution map. 

 

2) Issue Identification 

a) Better understand how bad the issue is and why it is of concern; 

b) More research on the potential economic impacts on commercial crops and 

the environment;  
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c) Establish a higher authority to support local organizations working at the 

ground level;  

o Need to follow the process: making the case for funding, doing the 

research, developing a management framework and implementing 

action 

d) Further test effective control measures. 

Top issues to be addressed within the next year: confidentiality, fire ant 

identification workshop, reporting protocol, 2012 fire ant distribution map. 

 

3) Improve communication/education 

a) Webpage with centralized information; 

o Establish a higher authority to take the lead (i.e.: provincial 

government) 

o Deliver a public service announcement on fire ants 

o Supply information specific to homeowners and gardeners versus 

nurseries and industry 

o Allow confidential pathways of communication between 

municipalities and homeowners 

o Minimize false reports on how to control and identify fire ants 

b) Central or regional reporting number; 

o Provided on centralized webpage 

c) aǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭκǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ άŜȄǇŜǊǘǎέ;  

o Deliver a workshop on proper identification of the fire ant 

o tŀǊǘƴŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ άƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ use of microscopes, 

and equipment needed for the workshop and fire ant identification. 

d) Develop a Joint Communication Plan and put it into action. 

Top issues to be addressed within the next year: webpage with centralized 

information and reporting number as well as training municipal or local 

identification experts through the identification workshop. 

 

4) Identify relevant regulations/legislation; federal, provincial and local 

a) Establish a provincial legislation or regulation that addresses fire ants; need 

for UBCM-wide support (Union of British Columbia Municipalities); 

o Establish a nuisance species bylaw 
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b) UBCM to lobby for more resources and help in controlling fire ants; 

c) Establish an approach for both top-down and bottom-up management;  

d) Develop regulation targeting plant and soil movement in regards to the fire 

ant. 

Top issues to be addressed within the next year: developing provincial 

regulation or home for invasive species as well as UBCM-wide support. 

 

5) Increase research 

a) Establish a better understanding of the basic life history of fire ants in North 

America through laboratory experiments; 

o Colony depth/spread 

o Density and movement rates 

o Movement across barriers 

o Habitat types and sensitivity 

o tŀǊǘƴŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ άƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎέ ŦƻǊ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƳƛŎǊƻǎŎƻǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

equipment 

b) Identify control options; 

o Different concentrations of boric acid 

o Hormone growth inhibitions 

o Alternative control options 

o Assess what other jurisdictions are doing and/or other countries 

c) Social perceptions/behaviour;  

o Determine public opinion towards fire ants 

d) Environmental and other impacts; 

o Determine if there is potential for fire ants to impact fruit crops such 

as strawberries. 

Top issues to be addressed within the next year: conduct more research on 

basic life history and control options. 

6.0  TARGETED OBJECTIVES:  TAKING ACTION  

Based on the five objectives listed above, stakeholders involved in the discussion 

agreed to take the lead on the top issues that were identified.  Below is a list of the 

stakeholders that have volunteered to take the lead on each issue. 
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6.1  STAKEHOLDER ACTION  

Table 1: Stakeholders leading each issue under the five objectives of the Joint 

Action Plan  

Objective Issue Stakeholder Additional Comments 

1 - Mapping/Inventory Confidentiality IMISWG  

 Fire ant identification 
workshop 

Dr. Rob Higgins  

 Reporting protocol IMISWG  Develop protocol for fire ant 
treatment and addressing 
false information 

 2012 distribution map Dr. Rob Higgins and 
Thompson Rivers 
University (TRU) 

 

2 - Issue identification Leadership direction 
from a higher 
authority 

IMISWG  

 Threat of fire ants on 
human health and 
economic issues 

Dr. Rob Higgins Dr. Higgins will establish a 
factsheet to give to health 
authorities on why fire ants 
pose a risk to human health 

3 - Communication/ 

education 

Webpage with 
centralized 
information and 
reporting number 

Ministry of the 
Environment (MOE) with 
the assistance of a NGO  

MOE will review this over the 
next few months 

 Training municipal or 
local identification 
experts through the 
identification 
workshop 

Dr. Rob Higgins  

4 - Regulations/legislation: 

federal, provincial and 

local 

Development of 
provincial regulation 
and a άƘƻƳŜέ ŦƻǊ 
invasive species 

IMISWG (look at Work 
Safe) 
 

 

 UBCM-wide support City of Richmond and 
City of Victoria  

Allowing for two different 
regional districts and 
geographical areas to take 
the lead for BC 

5 - Research Conduct more 
research on basic life 
history and control 
options:  

Dr. Rob Higgins A survey administered to 
local nurseries may be a 
potential method to gain a 
better understanding of 
horticulture pathway 
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6.2  IMMEDIATE ACTION  

The following is a list of actions and the lead person that need to be addressed 

immediately. 

1. LaL{²D ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ 5ǊΦ wƻō IƛƎƎƛƴǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ 

(inventory, development of control tools); 

2. A short-term media response to fire ant inquiries as well as a fire ant fact 

sheet: Dr. Rob Higgins, CFIA and MOE; 

3. Referencing the public to Dr. Rob Higgins website (see For More 

Information) and to Dr. Higgins for interviews; 

4. Determine if fire ants are a health risk. The City of Richmond and the City of 

Burnaby are able to share information to send to health authority; 

5. Plan an identification workshop: Dr. Rob Higgins will deliver within the July-

August time frame; 

6. Plan to regroup in the fall or winter to discuss the fire ant issue: City of 

Richmond;  

7. Establish a mailing list of local government contacts to share up-to-date 

information and update across local government database: City of Burnaby; 

8. Determine a common response for fire ant control recommendations: Local 

governments with Dr. Rob Higgins. 

6.3  RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE NEXT MEETING 

1. Before the next meeting, send out notification six weeks in advance; 

2. Begin collecting random ants that can be identified in the identification 

workshop; 

3. Invite a representative for a health authority to the next meeting. 

7.0  FOR MORE INFORMATION 

For more information on the European Fire Ant, M. rubraΣ Ǿƛǎƛǘ 5ǊΦ wƻō IƛƎƎƛƴǎΩ 

personal website: http://www.tru.ca/faculty/rhiggins/myrmica_rubra_index.htm  

http://www.tru.ca/faculty/rhiggins/myrmica_rubra_index.htm

