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Bumblebees

Bumblebees are among the most endearing and familiar of our insects.
The sight and sound of bees droning methodically from flower to flower
is a quintessential part of a sunmer ¢
farmed countryside have not been kind to our bumblebees. The num-
ber of species found in most of lowland Britain has halved since 1950.
Within the last 70 years two bumblebee species have become
nationally extinct and others have experienced major declines. Further
extinctions may follow in the near future unless we act quickly. The
reason that bumblebees have declined in the countryside is simple. Bees feed exclusively on pollen and
nectar, and there are far fewer flowers in the countryside than there once were. Hedges have been grubbed
up and marshes drained. In particular, unimproved grasslands which are rich in wildflowers (haymeadows
and chalk downland) have been almost entirely swept away, replaced by silage and cereal fields.

Gardens now provide a valuable flower-rich refuge in an impoverished landscape, and as a result have
become a stronghold for some bumblebee species. Depending on where you live, and what flowers you
grow, you may see up to a dozen bumblebee species in your garden. Even a casual inspection of flowers in
a garden or park will reveal several very differently coloured bumblebees. In fact six or seven species can
be found in almost any reasonable-sized garden, and if the right sorts of plants are grown this total can be
doubled.

The Bumblebee Lifecycle

Bumblebees, honeybees, wasps and ants are all social insects:
they live in a colony with a queen and her daughters (the work-
ers). Bumblebees have an annual lifecycle, with new nests
being started each spring by queens. The queen bumblebees
are very large, and from February onwards can be seen feeding
on flowers such as willow catkins, bluebells and lungwort, or
flying low over the ground searching for a nest site. Some
species prefer to nest underground in abandoned burrows of
rodents, while others nest just above the ground in dense grass
or leaf-litter. The queen stocks her nest with pollen and nectar,
and lays her first batch of eggs. She incubates them much as a bird would, sitting on the eggs while
shivering her flight muscles to produce warmth. When the eggs hatch the legless grubs consume pollen
and nectar, grow rapidly, and pupate after a few weeks. A few days later the first workers hatch from their
pupae and begin helping their mother, expanding the nest and gathering food. By mid-summer nests of
some species can contain several hundred workers. At this point the queen starts laying both male and
female eggs. The females are fed extra food and become future queens. Both males and new queens
leave the nest to mate, and the new queens burrow into the ground to wait until the following spring. The
males, workers, and the old queen die off in the autumn, leaving the nest to decay.
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Cuckoo Bumblebees

In the UK there are 6 species of cuckoo bumblebees. These were once themselves like other bumblebees,
but they have switched to a parasitic existence. The females are especially powerful, and force their way
into the nests of their bumblebee hosts. They kill or evict the queen and take over her workers as their own,
using them to rear their own offspring. Cuckoo bumblebees do not produce workers of their own. Each
cuckoo species tends to attack a particular species of bumblebee, so for example the southern cuckoo
bumblebee targets buff-tailed bumblebee nests.




Have You Seen The Tree Bee?

Back in 2001 a new species was found in the UK - the Tree
Bumblebee - very exciting! Now, eight years later, the Tree
Bee has once again got us buzzing because it's doing some-
thing really unusual. Can you help to find out where this bee
is, and watch out for its behaviour?

So how do | identify it?

It's a distinctive bee with a brown thorax, black abdomen and
white tail. If you see this pattern (including the clear white tail)
then you've found a Tree Bee!

White tail ——

Well, this year we've been receiving lots of reports of this species doing something a little unusual. They
often nest in bird boxes and holes in trees so may be encountered in gardens. This year many people
have reported seeing a cloud of males dancing at the entrance to the nest (pictured on the left).

We think these are males from other nests nearby which are
hanging around in the hope of pouncing on a virgin queen as
she emerges from the nest.

Can you help?

Working with BWARS (the Bees, Wasps and Ants Recording Society) to track this bee as it expands its
range, which it seems to be doing quite rapidly! We'd love to hear from you if you see it! We'd also like to
know how common this behaviour is. It's possible that the Tree Bumblebee has been doing this for years,
but perhaps we just hadn't noticed before.

If you see the Tree Bee, or this swarming behaviour, please try to grab a photo even if it's just on a
camera phone. We really need to see a photo in order to use your records on the distribution maps
because it's very important that these are as accurate as possible. Submit your records using the simple
form and then email your photos for confirmation to: treebee@bumblebeeconservation.org

NOTE: Bumblebees are generally not aggressive and rarely sting unless handled roughly. Males do not
have a sting, so the bees in the dancing cloud are harmless. However, if the worker bees feel that their
nest is under attack some species are known to sting, so you should watch quietly from a few metres
away and not get too close.

Visit the Bumblebee Conservation Trust website and sign up for their Bumblebee surveys and register
your nests.


http://www.bwars.com/
mailto:treebee@bumblebeeconservation.org
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