
Bees – a solitary existence?

Everyone  has  heard  that  bees,  like  many insects,  are  under  threat  and in  decline.
Thoughts may logically turn to the honeybee but although an important pollinator, it is
only one out of around 270 bee species in the UK; there is also debate (sometimes
heated), as to whether it is native or introduced. What is clear, is that the honeybee
population worldwide is on the rise and in the UK, they are at least as abundant as they
were almost 70 years ago. They are certainly not a bee that needs ‘saving’.

What of the other species? Most of us would next think about bumblebees (prior to
around  1910  they  were  known as  humblebees!)  and  we  have  around*  26  resident
species. Their numbers fell by almost a quarter in 2024, thought mainly due to the cold
wet spring. This still leaves over 240 native species and these are collectively known as
solitary (as opposed to social) bees. Solitary bees don’t usually live completely alone
but instead in a loose colony of individual holes or burrows. With so many species, there
are exceptions, with some species living completely on their own or sharing a common
entrance  hole  which  then  leads  to  separate  undergrown  burrows  –  possibly  an
evolutionary  stepping  stone  towards  the  collective  social  nest  of  honey  and
bumblebees, which both have a single queen (most of the time!).

Thanks to historic and ongoing recording of species in the Christchurch Harbour area,
we know that we have recorded an impressive 104/240 (43%) of the above solitary bees
present and likely many more. It is a good example of, as William Wright put it in 1888:
‘absence of evidence is not evidence of absence’. In simpler terms, we still need to look
a bit harder and a bit longer and it is thanks to financial support from CHOG and FOSM
that we are able to bring in specialist surveyors to carry out the detailed identification
necessary.

Why are there so many bee species in the harbour area? You could equally apply
this question to other species groups such as birds and plants and the answer is largely
the same for all  of  them, not least because they are often inter-dependent on each
other.  Each species  will  have evolved to  have different  needs,  in  terms of  climate,
season, nesting place, food source, host (for parasitic species) etc, and certain species
will be restricted to specific areas and habitats, of which we have many, within a small
geographical area. This helps reduce competition and allows a diverse range of species
to live alongside each other. Several species time their emergence to coincide with the
flowering of certain plants such as heather, willows or Yellow Loosestrife and often only
use specific flowers as a sole source of nectar, or for the latter, plant oils, which are
used  to  waterproof  the  nest  in  damp  meadow habitats.  Knowing  when  and  where
particular plants are in flower certainly helps the surveyor.
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There are also varied parasites of bees (which include other bees). Relationships are
still  not  fully understood but  some species will  only  parasitise one host  and others,
several. There are: kleptoparasites which lay eggs that hatch and eat the host pollen
and nectar; brood parasites which also eat the host larvae; parasitoids, which develop
within the host  larvae and external  parasites,  like mites.  Many of  these species are
totally dependent on their hosts and often rare. It’s a hard life being a bee!

Why  bother  recording? Knowing  which  species  we  have  present  on  our  nature
reserves helps us manage habitats in a beneficial way – we can avoid disruptive work
close to known colonies and we can create suitable conditions to encourage expansion
too. If we know that certain foodplants are important, we can also encourage these to
grow. Tracking species over time also allows us to see how populations are changing –
are some species in decline and have we done something to cause this? For example:
Is there not enough bare ground for nesting or is there too much or has it been shaded
by the growth of trees?  If we then share the species data, it also helps feed a national
picture and provides data for studies looking at issues such as climate change, as well
as sometimes influencing planning decisions.

How can I help? Think like a bee – like any animal, bees need a source of food (usually
nectar), flowering plants through most months of the year and a place to nest, which is
safe and stable over winter when they are inactive. This may be hollow plant stems, a
sandy bank, a lawn or even a snail shell! Growing a series of flowering plants which can
provide nectar during late winter (e.g. Mahonia and Gorse), early spring (e.g. Dandelion,
Lungwort  and Comfrey),  late  spring (e.g.  Campanula,  including our  native Harebell,
Bugle,  Catmint  and  fruit  tree  blossom),  summer  (e.g.  Bird’s-foot  trefoil,  Knapweed,
Lavender, Thyme) and autumn (e.g. Devil’s-bit Scabious, Sedum ‘Autumn Joy’ and Ivy). 

Creating bee ‘hotels’ is also helpful – this could be as simple as drilling deep holes of
different sizes into a fence post or railway sleeper and placing it  upright in a sunny



location. Just remember that a bed is not enough alone and they will need breakfast too,
so cut your lawn less often, create a fully wild patch, or like me, just turn your garden
into a jungle.

For an excellent in-depth read and field guide, try the Field Guide to the Bees of Great
Britain and Ireland | NHBS Field Guides & Natural History

Robin Harley

 *like many insect groups, a warming climate means that new species are establishing
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