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foreWorD

In the last twenty years, interest in bumblebees and other pollinators has blossomed, 
both amongst researchers and the general public.  Much has been written and shared 
about declines of these charismatic and important species, after all they are extremely 
important pollinators of crops and wild flowers as well as fascinating insects to 
observe and understand.  In the UK we have some of the best records of bumblebee 
distributions, thanks to keen amateur naturalists and entomologists through the 20th 
century in particular, and these data have never been more important if we are to 
promote and conserve our remaining populations and hopefully encourage spread back 
into areas where they have disappeared.  So, I was delighted to see this new atlas by 
Patrick Saunders of Bumblebees of Cornwall.  Indeed, it is more than an atlas, as it 
helpfully provides us with an introduction to bumblebees, and their habits in the first 
half; followed by species accounts as well as distribution maps.  Beautifully illustrated, I 
hope it encourages everyone living in, or visiting, Cornwall to look a bit more closely at 
the bees buzzing around them as they traverse the county.  

Our gardens are full of the more widespread species  such as B. terrestris, B. pascuorum 
and B. pratorum, and we have watched the march of B. hypnorum, the Tree Bumblebee, 
as it has spread through Cornwall in the last five years.  Indeed I saw a colony of this 
striking species, with ginger thorax and white tail, nesting in a tree at Trengwainton 
Gardens (near Penzance) last summer: seeing this atlas reminds me that I really should 
send that record to ERCCIS!  We are also lucky enough, down here in Cornwall to still 
have small populations of some of the rare bumblebees in the UK, such as B. humilis 
and B. muscorum.  These populations are now concentrated around the coast and seem 
to be shrinking.  And here lies the benefit of an atlas produced at this regional scale. 
Managing landscapes to better support bumblebee populations and ensure their survival 
is going to depend on the actions of individuals, and local communities to promote 
the restoration and conservation of flower-rich habitats.  Providing Cornwall with this 
bespoke guide to its bumblebees highlights the populations and areas where we should 
focus our conservation efforts.

Whilst this is not an identification guide, the atlas provides enough information for anyone 
to start distinguishing between bumblebee species in their garden or elsewhere.  We rely 
not only on individuals planting flowers for bees, and creating bee-friendly habitats, but 
we also rely on recorders who enable these distribution maps to be created.  Without 
them, we would have little idea of which species are doing well, and which are shrinking 
in range.  I am sure that the Bumblebees of Cornwall atlas will be successful in inspiring 
some new people to learn about bumblebees and submit records of sightings to ERCCIS, 
and I hope the knock-on effect will be further action to protect vulnerable populations.  
Patrick Saunders has recorded the bumblebees of Cornwall in a painstaking way and 
our knowledge of how these bees are doing in the county would not be nearly as good 
without his hard work.  Wouldn’t it be wonderful if his atlas increased awareness such 
that the next version (maybe some years down the line) actually shows some positive 
increases in the distribution of our bumblebee species in Cornwall?

 

Professor Juliet Osborne 

Bumblebee ecologist, Environment & Sustainability Institute, University of Exeter, Penryn 
Campus, Cornwall
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What are BumBleBees?
There are over 270 species of bee in the United Kingdom, which include 28 species 
of bumblebee (Falk 2015). Bumblebees, the genus Bombus, are typically larger and 
more hairy (and more bumbling) than other British bee species. Bumblebees have 
a social structure of workers and queens similar to the Honeybee and are unlike 
most of the other native bee species which are solitary or not truly social. 

Bumblebees are interesting and rewarding to record; identification can be easy 
for some species, more challenging for others and in just a few cases, requires 
genetic analysis for definite species identification. There is limited recording effort 
for bumblebees in the UK with some species being under-represented in the county 
mainly due to identification difficulties which are highlighted in the species accounts 
below. There are a number of identification keys available for Bombus species; 
such as Benton (2006), Falk (2015) and Prŷs-Jones and Corbet (2014). The full 
references can be found at the back of this atlas.  

Cornwall has nationally important populations of rare bumblebees, such as the 
Brown-banded Carder Bumblebee (B. humilis) and the Moss Carder Bumblebee (B. 
muscorum). Cornwall also has historical records of four nationally notable species 
and three rare species now presumed extinct in the region. This Atlas indicates 
a startling decline in bumblebee species in Cornwall since the middle of the 20th 
century. This equates to a quarter of the Cornish bumblebee fauna lost in one 
person’s lifetime. 

Why are bumblebees important?

Bees are extremely important keystone species, as pollinators of 35% of global 
crop production (Klein et al. 2007).  Most of the native bee species in the UK are 
economically important for their pollination services. Field beans in Europe are 
pollinated largely by bumblebees (Goulson et al. 2008a). Evidence suggests that 
bumblebees may pollinate more effectively than honeybees as bumblebees can 
operate at lower temperatures, allowing them to operate for longer each day as 
well as earlier and later in the year than honeybees. 

Most, if not all, semi-natural habitats rely on insect pollination to form functioning 
communities (Ashman et al. 2004). Habitats such as dune systems, semi-natural 
grasslands, wetlands and woodland provide hugely important ecosystem services in 
the landscape, such as buffering against soil loss, reducing flooding and providing 
carbon storage and the health of these habitats relies on pollinators such as 
bumblebees. Pollinator numbers have crashed in Cornwall in the post-war era (Potts 
et al. 2010).  Changes in farming practices have also reduced the abundance of wild 
flowers across the UK countryside (Vickers 2001) and this has had a devastating 
impact on our pollinating species.

The decline in bumblebees may be having dire consequences for the pollination of 
both agricultural crops and wild plants.  The reduction in pollination has potentially 
resulted in an ‘extinction vortex’ (Goulson 2003) whereby a reduction in pollinators 
reduces the ability of plants to reproduce and so reduces the number of flowers, 
which reduces the pollinators further so that the cycle takes a further downturn, 
and so creating a negative feedback loop and crash in the populations of both.
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BumBleBee eCology  

The bumblebee life cycle

Queen bumblebees generally hibernate over winter although in a few species 
queens, and sometimes workers, are active on fine days throughout the year.  The 
queen’s hibernation site is away from her nest site as she requires a cool sheltered 
place to survive. In spring she emerges from hibernation and alternates between 
foraging and nest searching. Species differ in their nest requirements; some nest 
underground in vole or mouse nests or have long entrance tunnels such as the 
Red Tailed Bumblebee (B. lapidarius). Others, such as the carder bumblebees 
(B. pascuorum, B. muscorum and B. humilis), nest in grass tussocks in a ball of 
moss and grass, or cracks in walls and sheds may also be used. The author has 
recorded a Heath Bumblebee (B. jonellus) nest being found in a bird box high up in 
a conifer plantation on Goonhilly Down, and the Tree Bumblebee (B. hypnorum) is 
an increasing sight in bird nest boxes in Cornish gardens.

The queen founds her brood by constructing wax cells, which are more like cups 
or eggshells than a honeybee comb. Before the workers emerge, the queen will 
alternate between brood-rearing and foraging for pollen and nectar, which she 
consumes for energy or uses for feeding the brood. Pollen is particularly important 
to the queen while raising a brood; as the colony develops the queen spends more 
time in the nest, and the workers then take on the role of foraging, care for the 
brood and maintain the nest.  The number of workers a colony can produce varies 
between the species; the Buff-tailed Bumblebee (B. terrestris) potentially has 300 
workers while the Shrill Carder Bumblebee (B. sylvarum) has about 40 workers.

Brown-banded Carder Bumblebee (B. humilis) nest
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Cuckoo bees 

The cuckoo bees, formerly known as a separate genus Psithyrus, are social 
parasites of the bumblebees.  The female emerges from hibernation and searches 
for a bumblebee nest of a suitable species. The female cuckoo bee may invade 
the nest and fight with the queen and/or workers and kill the queen bumblebee. 
Cuckoo bees have a thicker cuticle and a more powerful sting and mandibles than 
true bumblebees and this enables the female cuckoo bee to usurp the nest and 
the remaining host workers will help to raise the cuckoo bee’s brood. Research 
suggests that the female cuckoo bees may need the host queen alive for the early 
part of the period of their usurpation, and in some cases more than one cuckoo bee 
attacks a nest at one time.  Cuckoo bees do not have a worker caste of their own, 
and the cuckoo bees are much less numerous than the host bumblebees.

Male cuckoo bees are often seen on late-flowering Asteraceae such as Thistles 
(Cirsium spp.) and Knapweed (Centaurea spp.) along field boundaries, where 
they scent-mark patrol routes to attract young queens.  The males may utilise 
large amounts of pheromones to attract females who may be dispersed over long 
distances.  

Cuckoo bees do not collect pollen for the colony, and their habitat requirements are 
mainly based on the habitat requirements of their host species.  Viable populations 
of cuckoo bees are maintained by very high density of host species or over a 
large area with populations fluctuating from year to year, although the ecology of 
individual species requires further research. The Scilly Isles has only one species of 
cuckoo bee, the Vestal Cuckoo Bee (B. vestalis). Cuckoo bees are under recorded 
in Cornwall and Scilly as they are difficult to identify.

Further information is given by Benton (2006), Goulson (2003), Prŷs-Jones 
and Corbet (2014) and Sladen (1912). There is however still scope for amateur 
naturalists to make interesting and useful discoveries on the ecology of bumblebees 
in the UK.

The time taken for a colony to reach its maximum size varies between species 
and depends on other environmental factors. Colonies may last for two months 
in short-cycle species such the Early Bumblebee (B. pratorum), or about three 
months in longer cycle species such as the Shrill Carder Bumblebee (B. sylvarum).  
At the end of this period the social cohesion of the nest starts to break down, as 
the queen begins to lay eggs that will produce males and/or young queens. The 
workers may lay male eggs as well at this stage. The males will leave the nest to 
patrol along linear routes, such as hedge lines, where they scent-mark at intervals 
to attract young queens. Queens usually mate with a single male and only once.  
The mechanisms to prevent queens mating with closely related males are unknown 
but such events could genetically weaken the colony (Darvill et al. 2007). The 
young mated queens then either hibernate or, in a few species that are multiple 
brooded, will found a new colony, such as the Buff-tailed Bumblebee (B. terrestris) 
in Cornwall.  
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Foraging and population ecology

Bumblebees only store a few days’ worth of food at the colony (Prŷs Jones and Corbet 
2014) and therefore the availability of suitable pollen is likely to be the predominant 
factor determining bumblebee abundance and diversity in the countryside. British 
bumblebees are relatively generalist foragers and only the Bilberry Bumblebee (B. 
monticola) can be exclusively tied to a particular plant species, although some of 
the rarer species have been found to have narrower foraging preferences (Goulson 
et al. 2008a). Studies indicate that bumblebees prefer pollen with higher protein 
levels (Hanley et al. 2008), many of which are in the Pea family (Fabaceae); Goulson 
et al. (2005) found that 61% of foraging visits were to Fabaceae plants. One of 
the most important bumblebee forage plants in Cornwall is Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis 
vulneraria), which is very strongly associated with the presence of the two rare 
Carder Bumblebees (B. humilis and B. muscorum) (Saunders 2008).  

Tongue length is an additional influence on bumblebee populations; longer-tongued 
species such as the Garden Bumblebee (B. hortorum) utilise long-tubed flowers and 
short-tongued bees such as the White-tailed Bumblebee (B. lucorum) utilise short-
tubed flowers. For example, upland moors with Bilberry and Heathers are likely to 
have larger numbers of shorter-tongued species such as the White-tailed Bumblebee 
(B. lucorum) and the Heath Bumblebee (B. jonellus). But this relationship can easily 
be confounded, as tongue length varies between differently sized individuals in a 
nest; very small workers of the long-tongued Garden Bumblebee (B. hortorum) and 
the medium-tongued Common Carder Bumblebee (B. pascuorum) can probably 
exploit the same habitats or resources.  

For bumblebees, the number of successful nests, as opposed to the number of 
individuals, is the best representation of population size. For a genetically viable 
population bumblebees may need more than 50 nests with each nest producing 
mated queens. Despite the difficulty establishing optimal nesting density for a 
given species, Osborne et al. (2008b) estimated 24-70 nests per km2, whereas 
studies of rare species seem to show much lower nest densities; Ellis et al. (2006) 
estimated 1-2 nests of the Shrill Carder Bumblebee (B. slyvarum) per km2, which 
translates to 25-50 km2 of good habitat.

North coast of Cornwall, with super-abundant Kidney Vetch an important habitat 
for rare bumblebees
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Other important factors to consider are the foraging range of species, as many 
bumblebees have been shown to forage over long distances. Hagen et al. (2011) 
found that bumblebees had maximum flight distances of 2.5 km. However, there are 
considerable variations between the species; for example the Carder Bumblebees 
(B. humilis, B. sylvarum and B. muscorum) are classed as ‘doorstep foragers’, 
only travelling over short distances within high quality habitats to find food. So the 
‘doorstep forager’ Brown-banded Carder (B. humilis) will need lots of flowers close 
to the nest, but may also need at least 50 nest’s worth of these areas to satisfy 
the optimal nest requirements previously mentioned. This suggests in Cornwall 
the Brown-banded Carder (B. humilis) may comprise one population which needs 
management of connected flower rich maritime cliff grassland, heathland and dune 
sites from Boscastle to Land’s End. However, the more common species with larger 
foraging ranges are able to utilise dispersed flower resources within lower quality 
habitats. In Cornwall these species can be associated with woodland edges, which 
are predominantly spring flowering, giving bumblebee species which complete a 
cycle between April and June an advantage. 

There is some evidence that climate change is impacting on bumblebee populations 
on a national level. Indications suggest the Brown-banded Carder Bumblebee (B. 
humilis), a southern species, is expanding its range north and out competing the 
Moss Carder Bumblebee (B. muscorum), found in more northern regions in Southern 
England (Lee et al. 2008). However, in Cornwall the large range of microclimates on 
the north coast could favour co-existence of these two very closely related species. 

The Brown-banded Carder (B. humilis)
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Species adaptations Habitat or site specific limitations

Length of tongue Short-tubed or long-tubed flowers

Timing of peak abundance of workers Time of flowering

Timing of emergence of queen Time of flowering

Forage specificity Quality of habitat/abundance of key flowers

Climatic tolerance Microclimate of site and climate change

Colony size Size of habitat

Foraging distance Size and distance to favourable habitat

Ability to disperse Distribution of landscape corridors, quality of surrounding 
habitats

Summary of bumblebee adaptations and the landscape influences / limitations

Competition with Honeybees

Honeybees can compete with bumblebees for forage and the effects of this 
competition can have a negative impact on bumblebee species (Goulson & Sparrow 
2008).  The practice of moving numbers of hives with thousands of bees to areas of 
heather could potentially have serious consequences for populations of threatened 
species in the region, such as the Bilberry Bumblebee (B. monticola).

There is evidence that diseases of commercial honeybees can be spread to 
bumblebees (Fürst et al. 2014). Interspecies pathogen transmission originating 
from honeybees has been implicated in the decline of native pollinators. There is a 
need for greater precautions before bringing new honeybee hives into landscapes 
with a high diversity of native bees. Honeybee-keeping is unlikely to have much 
conservation benefit although it obviously does have cultural and sustainable 
farming benefits.

Honeybees are not the only or best pollinating insect



Page 8

DistriBution of BumBleBees of CornWall anD sCilly

There are 25 species of bumblebee historically and presently found in Cornwall 
and Scilly, seven of which are now thought to be extinct in the region. Many of 
Cornwall’s bumblebee species are listed in the Cornwall Red Data Book, a register 
of Cornwall’s rare species, or are listed as a national priority species.

Scientific Name Common Name
Latest 
year 

recorded

Red 
Data 
book

Priority 
Species

Bombus barbutellus Barbut's Cuckoo Bee 2014
Bombus bohemicus Gipsy Cuckoo Bee 2013
Bombus campestris Field Cuckoo Bee 2014
Bombus cryptarum Cryptic Bumblebee 2014
Bombus distinguendus Great Yellow Bumblebee 1922 CRDB Yes
Bombus hortorum Garden Bumblebee 2014
Bombus humilis Brown-banded Carder Bumblebee 2014 CRDB Yes
Bombus hypnorum Tree Bumblebee 2014
Bombus jonellus Heath Bumblebee 2014 CRDB
Bombus lapidarius Red-tailed Bumblebee 2014
Bombus lucorum White-tailed Bumblebee 2014
Bombus magnus Northern White-tailed Bumblebee 2007
Bombus monticola Bilberry Bumblebee 2003 CRDB
Bombus muscorum Moss Carder Bumblebee 2013 CRDB Yes
Bombus pascuorum Common Carder Bumblebee 2014
Bombus pratorum Early Bumblebee 2014
Bombus ruderarius Small Red-tailed Bumblebee 1961 Yes
Bombus ruderatus Ruderal Bumblebee 1965 CRDB Yes
Bombus rupestris Red-tailed Cuckoo Bumblebee 2013 CRDB
Bombus soroeensis Broken-belted Bumblebee 1982 CRDB
Bombus subterraneus Short-haired Bumblebee 1961 CRDB Yes
Bombus sylvarum Shrill Carder Bumblebee 1971 CRDB Yes
Bombus sylvestris Forest Cuckoo Bee 2014
Bombus terrestris Buff-tailed Bumblebee 2014
Bombus vestalis Vestal Cuckoo Bee 2014

List of Bombus species recorded in Cornwall

The Scilly Isles have an area of 16 km2 including all the islands, and are 45 km 
from the mainland. The Scilly Isles are a good example of isolation and the need 
of bumblebees for large areas of suitable habitat. The Scillies have only seven 
species, whereas at Dannonchapel on the mainland you might see 15 species. It is 
interesting that two species that might be expected to be present, the White-tailed 
Bumblebee (B. lucorum) and the Common Carder Bumblebee (B. pascuorum), are 
absent. 
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the DeCline of BumBleBees 
The most important factor driving decline of bees is loss of flower-rich habitats 
caused by post war intensification of agriculture. The main factors implicated in the 
decline of bumblebees are:

• Loss of semi-natural habitats: grassland, heath, dunes and moors
• Loss of flowers across the landscape through intensive grazing, silage cutting and 

nitrogen fertilisers 
• Lack of grazing on some marginal or uneconomic land such as coastal slopes
• Over-grazing of moorland
• Lack of managed open space in woodland
• Climate change, an increasing factor

There has been unprecedented change in agricultural land use since the Second 
World War (Boatman et al. 2007). Areas of flower-rich grassland in England and 
Wales have declined by over 90% between 1934 and 1984 (Fuller 1987). Major 
factors contributing to this decline include an increase in the use of inorganic 
nitrogen. Nitrogen fertiliser consumption in the UK increased by nearly 300% 
between 1961 and the late 1980s (Rounsevell et al. 2009), and there has been a 
switch from hay production to silage (Vickery et al. 2001). Heathland and moorland 
has also been negatively affected by increased stocking rates. Between 1976 and 
1997, the total number of sheep in the UK increased by over 50% (Vickery et al. 
2001). 

The countryside has become a "green desert for bees" dominated by agricultural 
grasses. One of the last refuges within farmland are the species-rich hedges, 
commonly seen across the Cornish landscape, which form important linear habitats 
for bumblebees and other wildlife. Unfortunately, over recent decades these hedges 
have been subject to nutrient enrichment from intensive agriculture, thus reducing 
the abundance and diversity of flowering plants (Staley et al. 2013). The widespread 
use of fertilisers is also having a major impact in Europe promoting the growth of 
ruderal plants such as Common Nettles (Urtica dioica) which may dominate flower-
rich habitats (Rasmont 2006).

Ideal dune coastal bumblebee habitat, on the north coast of Cornwall
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There has been increased use of neonicotinoid pesticides which are used as seed 
dressing mainly for arable crops such as oilseed rape and maize, but which also 
occur persistently in the pollen and nectar. This is an area of current research and 
controversy, but early indications suggest sub-lethal effects of these neonicotinoid 
pesticides on bumblebees (Goulson 2013).  

The effect of post-war changes in forestry has been well documented with respect 
to butterflies and moths; woodland butterflies have declined dramatically in recent 
decades and this can be associated with both plantation forestry and lack of 
woodland open space (Merckx et al. 2012). This will have had a significant effect 
on Cornish bumblebees which have similar requirements.  

As bumblebees are adapted to colder conditions, climate change is likely to 
negatively affect bumblebee populations (Rasmont et al. 2015). More frequent 
extreme weather events may be putting large additional pressures on bumblebee 
populations across the UK, and local weather effects on biodiversity have not been 
fully assessed.  

Conservation of BumBleBees

Much conservation management for bees in Cornwall is by proxy; complexes 
of flower-rich sites are managed for their botanical interest or for priority bird 
species. However, there is also a need for conservation management specifically 
for bumblebees. For example, summer grazing for the Chough (Pyrrhocorax 
pyrrhocorax) may create short grassland but may reduce the abundance of flowers 
for equally rare bumblebees and other pollinators. More targeting of individual site 
management plans for pollinators is needed.  

Conservation of protected sites such as Sites of Special Scientific Importance 
(SSSIs), and the management of large areas of the coast by organisations such as 
the National Trust, create and protect extremely important habitat for bees. There 
are a number of conservation grazing schemes throughout Cornwall which have 
yielded good results, but on the very important flower-rich coastal edge grazing is 
difficult and so the vegetation is scrubbing over, therefore reducing the flowering 
plant richness.

High prices of oil-based fertilisers could be a cause for hope, and this appears to 
be resulting in increased planting of nitrogen-fixing legumes such as clovers in the 
Cornish countryside.  

Key areas

North coast of Cornwall Flower-rich grassland, maritime heath and dunes

South coast of Cornwall Some good sites still, although more fragmented and scrubby 
than north Cornish coast.

West Penwith Flower-rich grassland, maritime heath and wet grassland/
heath

The Lizard Lizard heath, flower-rich grassland

Bodmin Moor Flower-rich grassland, upland heath and scrub

North Cornwall Culm 
Now very fragmented; small areas of flower-rich grassland 
remain. Possibly was important for Broken-belted Bumblebee 
(B. soroeensis). 
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key Challenges for the Conservation of BumBleBees

Bumblebees and other insect pollinators are essential to healthy 
ecosystems, their hard work fertilises  flowers, creating the seeds and 
fruits that feed us and other animals, and that sustain colour in the 
countryside.

It has become increasingly apparent that bumblebee populations are 
fragile and if not cared for they can become damaged, diminished and 
dysfunctional. In many cases we have seen local extinctions of some of 
our more vulnerable bumblebee species (Horsley et al. 2013). A growing 
recognition of the ecological and economic importance of pollinating 
insects provides opportunities to conserve both widespread and rare 
species.

Key challenges for the conservation of bumblebees in Cornwall are: 

• Improving recording and monitoring so we can better understand 
these species, and be able to take targeted actions based on 
a sound scientific basis. The Bee Walk initiative by Bumblebee 
Conservation Trust is making progress to improve bumblebee 
monitoring across England, Scotland and Wales (www.beewalk.
org.uk), however, more volunteers are needed in Cornwall.

• Increasing the amount and connectivity of wildflower-rich habitat 
mosaics at a landscape scale. Remaining areas of wild flowers 
and existing High Nature Value farmland must be maintained 
and promoted. New options in Countryside Stewardship schemes 
targeted at pollinator conservation will play their part, however 
agri-environment schemes alone are not enough. Habitat-linking 
corridors, such as Buglife’s B-Lines initiative (www.buglife.org.
uk/campaigns-and-our-work/habitat-projects/b-lines), must be 
identified and integrated into existing schemes and policies to 
target habitat creation and increase opportunities for species to 
move around the countryside.  

• Taking advantage of opportunities within the planning system, 
for example by local plans directing development away from 
existing flower-rich habitats and also indicating where flower-
rich habitats will be restored or created in the future. Managing 
urban greenspace and green infrastructure to provide nesting 
and foraging habitat for bumblebees. 

Andrew Whitehouse
Conservation Projects Manager (Buglife)
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garDening for BumBleBees 
It is very straightforward and rewarding to have a good garden for bumblebees. 
Many guides rate the importance of having a range of pollen and nectar resources 
spread throughout the year. This is good advice although it is better to provide lots 
of flowers within the busiest periods, with forage in spring for queens and peak 
forage in summer for workers.  Some very early or very late bees may be attracted 
outside these peak periods by early Heathers (Erica spp.) and Mahonia.  However, 
there is little benefit in planting for winter active bumblebees as this will take 
space from wildlife-friendly plants which flower between March and September. 
A traditional cottage garden is often the best garden for bees.  There are a wide 
variety of plants suitable for bees.  In general,  it is better to go for older and less 
hybridised varieties of garden flowers, as some hybrid forms lack the nectar and 
pollen that bees need. 

Research from Leeds University suggests that garden invertebrate biodiversity is 
as least as good with non-native flowers as native plants. Though this may be 
true for common species of bumblebee, the southwest region is home to both 
locally and nationally rare species. It is better advice to plant native wildflowers and 
create semi-natural habitats in combination with ‘garden’ plants to create the best 
habitats for a wider range of social and solitary bees. Fruit and vegetable gardens 
can be attractive to bumblebees, and attracting high populations of bumblebees in 
the vegetable or fruit garden will improve produce yields. Legumes, such as Broad 
Beans, and Green Manures, such as Alfalfa and Phacelia, as well as flowers of fruits 
such as Apple, Damsons, Raspberries, Blackcurrants and Cherries can be good 
forage for bees. 

Garden for bumblebees
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Early forage plants;

Heathers (Erica spp. and Calluna  spp.)
Willow (Salix spp.)
Grape hyacinth (Muscari)
Lungwort (Pulmonaria)
Bugle (Ajuga reptans)
Ceanothus  (Ceanothus spp.)
Pieris (Pieris spp.)
Bluebells  (Hyacinthoides non-scripta)
Creeping Comfrey  (Symphytum grandiflorum)

Mid-season forage plants;

Columbine (Aquilegia spp.)
Clovers (Trifolium spp.)
Foxglove (Digitalis purpurea)
Lavender (Lavandula spp.)
Sages (Salvia spp.)
Honeysuckle (Lonicera spp.)
Echium (Echium spp.)
Bell flowers (Campanula spp.)
Lupin (Lupinus spp.)
Sweet Peas and Everlasting peas (Lathyrus spp.)
Dead Nettles (Lamium spp.)
Russian Comfrey (Symphytum × uplandicum)

Late-season forage plants;

Caryopteris (Caryopteris spp.)
Devil’s-bit Scabious (Succisa pratensis)
Bergamot (Monarda spp.)
Verbena (Verbena bonariensis)
Michaelmas Daisy (Aster spp.)
Fuchsia (Fuchsia spp.)
Globe Thistles (Echinops spp.)
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Suitable nesting habitat is important to attract bees to your garden, although many 
gardens will have some suitable areas without trying to create it.  Areas of tussocky 
grass, unkempt scrub and brambles around the garden edges are useful as well 
as other features such as walls or garden sheds, and Devon/Cornish banks are 
also attractive. Nest boxes can allow interesting and valuable opportunities for 
observing bee behaviour. Consult ‘The Humble Bee’ by Sladen (1912) for further 
information, but occupancy is very patchy and putting out nest boxes is probably 
not a good idea unless you can self-build. The surrounding wider landscape is of 
importance, such as surrounding gardens, agricultural land or meadow.  

Wildflower lawns

It is possible to create great short grass areas for bees which you can enjoy as well. 
The plant species to encourage would depend on your site and soil type.  

Species in the Pea family (Fabaceae) are very important bumblebee forage plants 
and both Bird’s-foot Trefoil (Lotus corniculatus) and Red Clover (Trifolium pratense) 
can create very attractive low maintenance lawn areas in a garden. The best 
management for such an area is mowing and removing the clippings throughout 
September to March, keeping it as a short lawn. Between April and September cut 
a bit higher and leave areas within the lawn for a few weeks to flower and set seed. 
You can time these cuts depending on the species you wish to flower and which 
plants you wish to set seed.  The lawn can be kept slightly taller than a normal lawn 
in summer months, which both allows the plants to flower, and allows you to lie/sit 
on top of the flowers without damaging them.  A spring meadow/lawn works well 
in Cornwall; leave the lawn uncut between late March and June and then cut it as 
a lawn outside these times. 

Species Note

Red Clover Trifolium pratense Best plant

Bird’s foot Trefoil Lotus corniculatus Best plant

Self-heal Prunella vulgaris Tough and good forage

Bugle Ajuga reptans Tough and good forage

Ground Ivy Glechoma hederacea Tough and good forage

Slender Speedwell Veronica serpyllifolia Tough -better for solitary bees

Lesser Celandine Ranunculus ficaria Tough

Autumn Hawkbit Leontodon autumnalis Tough –better for solitary bees

Mouse-ear Hawkweed Pilosella officinarum  Tough –better for solitary bees

Kidney Vetch Anthyllis vulneraria Good bee plant but untested in a lawn

Wild Thyme Thymus spp. For poor soils

White Clover Trifolium repens Tough

Some species suitable for a pollen and nectar lawn
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WilDfloWer meaDoWs

The management of a meadow is similar to the management of a wildflower lawn, 
but you would not need to keep it so short in summer. Even in a small garden, 
Yellow Rattle (Rhinathus minor) should be an essential part of a wildlife meadow.  
Yellow Rattle parasitizes vigorous plants, which would otherwise compete with the 
wildflowers, and so it encourages species-rich grassland as well as being excellent 
bee forage. Yellow Rattle is easy to establish by scattering seed in your desired 
grassland in Autumn. A traditional hay meadow is grazed hard in the winter and cut 
once in June or July, and this management can be mimicked very successfully in a 
garden by cutting very low throughout winter, and then oncecut in July or August.  

Using locally sourced Cornish seed is always better for meadow creation. This is a 
guide to the propagation of simple and easy to grow plants of high value for wildlife 
meadows.

Species Autumn / winter Spring

Oxe-eye Daisy 
(Leucanthemum vulgare)
Knapweeds 
(Centaurea spp.)

Store dry in domestic fridge. Sow in seed trays spring.

Field Scabious 
(Knautia arvensis)
Devil’s-bit Scabious 
(Succisa pratensis)

Sow dry in plant pot 50/50 
compost and sand. Outside all 
autumn / winter, with a slate on 
top.

Sow in mix in seed trays 
spring.

Birdsfoot Trefoils 
(Lotus spp.) 
Everlasting Pea 
(Lathyrus spp.) 
Vetches 
(Vicia spp.)

Store dry in domestic fridge.
Before sowing soak in warm 
water for 24 hrs. Sow in 
seed trays spring.

Yellow Rattle 
(Rhinathus minor)

Scarify grass area in late 
summer / early autumn.

Sow in situ late summer / 
early autumn.

Propagation of meadow species suitable for bumblebees

Providing a wide range of habitats within your meadow is the best way to encourage 
invertebrate species, and can be better achieved by not cutting the entire meadow 
in one go. Over a number of years it may be possible to reduce the cutting intensity, 
depending on local soil fertility. 

It is always a good idea to have native species in a meadow. Small native meadows 
can be very attractive features in a garden and excellent for wildlife.  An alternative 
option in a wildlife garden is to have non-native perennial flowers mixed in the 
meadow under the same management, and there are a number of American prairie 
plants suitable for this. 
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Season Management cycle Tools to use

Winter

Cut meadow 
twice, as low 
as possible, 
between October 
and February.

Rotate cutting to 
leave a quarter 
of the whole area 
uncut each time. 
Remove clippings.

It may be possible to use 
a lawn mower, particularly 
in the second cut.

Spring and 
summer

Cut any areas of 
high fertility in 
May or June but 
not areas with 
yellow rattle.

Ideally after a 
number of years 
there will be fewer 
areas of high 
fertility. 
Remove clippings.

Scythe or strimmer.

Autumn
Cut ¾ of 
meadow, not 
too low, in mid-
September.

Leave some late-
flowering plants. 
Remove clippings. 

Scythe or strimmer.

If your meadow is large enough, leave a small proportion cut only every other year 
as tussock grass for nesting and refuges for bumblebees and other wildlife. 

Management recommendations for wildflower meadows.

Plants of the pea family are important components of a wild flower meadow
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Bumblebees 
Species Accounts

Each  species account includes a distribution map which is generated from species records 
gathered from a variety of sources, including  from ERCCIS and BWARS. The maps 
are generated at a 2 km scale (tetrad).  Numerous records  are from the late Malcolm 
Spooner, from his diaries and handwritten record cards, and others from Almond (1973) 
have also been included. Incomplete and unconfirmed records have been omitted.
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Garden Bumblebee Bombus hortorum

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Garden Bumblebees (B. hortorum) have a short colony cycle, although queens appear to be 
active over a longer period than other bumblebee species. There may be two seasons where 
Garden Bumblebees (B. hortorum) are found in large numbers; first during the spring on 
bluebells and columbine blooms and then later during June/July as they forage on Foxglove 
(Digitalis purpurea).

Habitat & Ecology

The Garden Bumblebee (B. hortorum) is a long-tongued species, foraging on long-tubed 
flowers such as Lamiaceae and Fabaceae, with queens using flowers such as Foxgloves 
(Digitalis purpurea), Hedge Woundwort (Stachys sylvatica), White Deadnettle (Lamium 
album), Ground Ivy (Glechoma hederacea), Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria) and Red 
Campion (Silene dioica). Workers can be quite small in the peak period and are probably 
able to access much smaller flowers; Red Clover (Trifolium pratense) is probably important 
for workers of this species.  Garden Bumblebees are commonly found in garden or woodland 
edge habitats, open coastal habitats and, to a lesser extent, moorland/heathland, possibly 
doing better in gardens than the wider countryside.
Nests are usually underground but can be on the surface. Medium sized nests can contain 
about 100 workers. The Garden Bumblebee was recorded nesting in a wooden nest box on 
the ground.  

Conservation

Conservation of flower-rich field boundaries, woodland edges, hedgerows and gardens is 
important to the Garden Bumblebee (B. hortorum). In Cornwall coastal grassland and areas 
of abundant Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria) can support high numbers of this species. 
This species may also be important as a pollinator of deep flowers which other bee species 
cannot pollinate.

 © Shaun Poland
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Regional 
Distribution

Common

National Range 
and Status

Common throughout UK

Alternative Names Garden bumblebee
Bombus (Megabombus) hortorum

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]

This species can easily be confused with the very 
similar B. ruderatus, care and experience is needed to 

avoid misidentification

Identification
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Brown-banded Carder Bumblebee Bombus humilis

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

A late species generally, although in Cornwall it can occur reasonably early with queens in 
mid-April, with numbers peaking between late June and late August. 

Habitat & Ecology

This is a long-tongued species and can be associated in Cornwall with Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis 
vulneraria), which appears to be the most important forage for queens (Saunders 2003). A 
variety of other forage is used by workers including Red Clover (Trifolium pratense), Betony 
(Stachys officinalis), Bird’s-foot Trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), Knapweed (Centaurea nigra) 
and Wild Thyme (Thymus polytrichus). Brown-banded Carder Bumblebees can be found on 
long narrow linear habitats on the north coast of Cornwall, where the flower-rich grasslands 
have been reduced to coastal cliffs. 
Generally nests on the surface of the ground and has a small colony size. It has a short 
foraging range and relies on very high quality habitats close to the nest. In 2008, a nest was 
found on the slopes of a Cornish hedge slightly underground in Thrift (Armeria maritima) 
tussocks, surrounded by a rich patch of Red Clover (Trifolium pratense).  

Conservation

The Cornish population of Brown-banded Carder Bumblebee (B. humilis) is nationally 
important.  Protection and suitable management of coastal flower-rich grassland in hugely 
important for this species and introduction of pollen and nectar margins or clover leys in 
the agricultural landscape as well as preservation or management of any flower-rich habitat 
within 1 km of suitable sites (i.e. most areas of the north Cornish coast) would be of benefit. 
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Regional 
Distribution

Local on the north coast of Cornwall 
and the Lizard, rare inland

National Range 
and Status

Has declined greatly in the UK, 
a Section 41 species.  Strongest 
populations are found in South and 
Southwest

Alternative Names Brown-banded Carder Bee
Bombus (Thoracobombus) humilis

This species can easily be misidentified, care and 
experience is needed

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Tree Bumblebee Bombus hypnorum

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

The Tree Bumblebee (B. hypnorum) is an early species. It can be multiple brooded.

Habitat & Ecology

This species can be found in woodland edges as well as gardens and other grassland 
habitats.  Tree Bumblebees have been known to utilise bird boxes and other artificial 
nesting/roosting boxes in gardens and woodlands.

Conservation

Conservation of flower-rich woodland edge and garden habitats is important for this 
species, though more research on the requirements of this species is needed. 

 © Nick Owens

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

A continental species, first recorded 
in Cornwall in 2010. It is becoming 
common in Cornwall, although it has 
spread more slowly to Cornwall than 
in the eastern English Counties.

National Range 
and Status

Expanding through England and 
Wales

Alternative Names Bombus (Pyrobombus) hypnorum

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Heath Bumblebee Bombus jonellus

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

The Heath Bumblebee (B. jonellus) can occur in two broods; the first brood may be found 
very early, even in February, and can be found in diverse habitats away from heathland. It 
is more common for workers to peak in abundance during August when Bell Heather (Erica 
cinerea) is in flower.

Habitat & Ecology

This is a short-tongued species and can be found most commonly on heathland where there 
is an abundance of Bell Heather (Erica cinerea). It can occur in good numbers in heathland 
both on the coast and inland, however away from heaths this species occurs on a more 
dispersed basis. Heath Bumblebees (B. jonellus) forage on Heathers (Erica cinerea), Ling 
(Calluna vulgaris and Erica vagans), Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus), Willow (Salix spp.), 
Wild Thyme (Thymus polytrichus), Eyebright (Euphrasia spp.), Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum 
salicaria), Tormentil (Potentilla erecta) and Western Gorse (Ulex gallii).  
Nests are medium to small, reported as containing 50-120 workers, and in a variety of 
situations. The author reports finding a Heath Bumblebee (B. jonellus) nest in a bird box  
within a dense conifer plantation on Goonhilly Downs, however more natural locations for 
nests are likely to be on the ground in scrubby heathland.  

Conservation

Conservation management such as grazing and burning, to encourage heathland rich in 
Heathers (Erica cinerea and Calluna vulgaris) and Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus). Threats 
include over grazing on moorland and heathland habitats, and development on brownfield 
ex-mining sites particularly in West Cornwall and the St. Austell Clay country.

 © Nick Owens  © Nick Owens

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution Widespread or Local

National Range 
and Status Widespread but local in UK

Alternative Names Bombus (Pyrobombus) jonellus

This species can easily be confused with the very 
similar B. hortorum; care and experience is needed to 

avoid misidentification.  
Many of the queens encountered on the north coast are of a 

dark form with little or no yellow banding.

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Red-tailed Bumblebee Bombus lapidarius

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

This species is recorded throughout the summer. The colony cycle is described as short 
(Macdonald & Nisbet 2006) or medium (Benton 2006). It is possible the species could occur 
in two broods in Cornwall.

Habitat & Ecology

The Red-tailed Bumblebee (B. lapidarius) is medium-tongued and is found commonly in 
gardens and grassland habitats but can also occur in woodland edge habitats, hedgerows 
and field boundaries. This species has a short foraging distance; it is known as a ‘doorstep 
forager’, feeding on a wide variety of flowers, particularly Bird’s Foot Trefoil (Lotus 
corniculatus). Other forage flowers include Bluebells (Hyacinthoides non-scripta), Willows 
(Salix spp.), Knapweed (Centaurea nigra), Bramble (Rubus fruticosus), Purple Loosestrife 
(Lythrum salicaria), Spear Thistle (Cirsium vulgare), Mallow (Malva sylvestris) and White 
Clover (Trifolium repens)
Frequently nests near masonry and stone, in underground colonies with over 150 individuals.  
Red-Tailed Bumblebee nests are known to have very long entrance tunnels; Sladen (1912) 
reported a nest with a 7ft tunnel.  

Conservation

Conservation of any flower-rich habitat, particularly field margins, hedgerows, grassland, 
gardens and woodland edges/rides are of benefit to the Red-tailed Bumblebee (B. lapidarius).  
Probably more threatened than the other common species inland through loss of flower-rich 
grassland habitats by intensive agricultural practices.
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Regional 
Distribution

Common

National Range 
and Status

Common in the south, expanding its 
range in the North

Alternative Names Red-tailed bumblebee
Bombus (Melanobombus) lapidarius

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]



Page 30

White-tailed Bumblebee Bombus lucorum sensu lato

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

White-tailed Bumblebees (B. lucorum sensu lato) are early to emerge and most colonies 
end mid to late summer. This species is known to have multiple broods, with smaller 
numbers of nests occurring throughout the winter.

Habitat & Ecology

White-tailed Bumblebees forage on a wide range of short-tubed flowers, and have been 
observed to feed on honeydew. True White-tailed Bumblebees (B. lucorum sensu stricto) 
appear to be the most generalised forager of White-tailed Bumblebee complex, occupying 
the broadest climatic range, feeding on a wide range of flowers (Scriven et al. 2015). This 
species creates large underground nests with up to 400 individuals.

Conservation

Conservation of flower-rich features and maintenance of a succession of forage from 
April to September is of great benefit to this species. Hedgerows and boundaries are also 
important in the wider countryside.

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

Common. This account refers to 3 
species under the term B. lucorum 
sensu lato

National Range 
and Status

Common
Replaces the Buff-tailed Bumblebee 
(B. terrestris) to a certain extent in 
upland areas and the North

Alternative Names Bombus (Bombus) lucorum

White-tailed Bumblebees are now known to three 
species and have to be described by an umbrella term 

covering all of the species within this group - 
B. lucorum sensu lato.

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Historically two White-tailed Bumblebee species were recorded in Britain; the Northern White-
tailed Bumblebee (B. magnus) and the White-tailed Bumblebee (B. lucorum sensu stricto). 
However, in recent years the White-tailed Bumblebee (B. lucorum) has been separated into 
three species, which are currently thought impossible to separate in the field. Some authors 
have described identifying characteristics for the Northern White-tailed Bumblebee (B. 
magnus) and the Cryptic Bumblebee (B. cryptarum) which could help with field identification 
but whether these are reliable enough to replace DNA analysis is yet to be confirmed. The 
Bombus lucorum complex is the umbrella name of the species within this group (Carolan et 
al. 2012).

The White-tailed Bumblebee  complex

Recording name

White-tailed Bumblebee complex 
B. lucorum sensu  lato 

Umbrella term for B. magnus, B. cryptarum and 
B. lucorum which cannot be separately identified 
with confidence.   

White-tailed Bumblebee
B. lucorum sensu  stricto

Identified with confidence usually only by DNA 
analysis.

Cryptic Bumblebee
B. cryptarum

Identified with confidence usually only by DNA 
analysis.  

Northern White-tailed Bumblebee
B. magnus

Identified with confidence usually only by DNA 
analysis.

Nomenclature of the White-tailed Bumblebee (B. lucorum) complex

Possible Cryptic Bumblebee (B.cryptarum) 
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Cryptic Bumblebee Bombus cryptarum

Northern White-tailed Bumblebee Bombus magnus

There have been confirmed records of the Cryptic Bumblebee (B. cryptarum) in Devon and 
the species probably occurs in Cornwall. It has only been recently recognised in UK as a 
separate species and is therefore under recorded. The author has recorded individuals on 
Bodmin Moor in 2013 fitting the description of Macdonald et al. (2006), but genetic testing is 
required to confirm this.  
The Cryptic Bumblebee (B. cryptarum) is probably more associated with upland heather 
habitats, and less common than the White-tailed Bumblebee (B. lucorum sensu stricto). 
Cryptic Bumblebee (B. cryptarum) workers and queens are also found on a more restricted 
variety of plant species than White-tailed Bumblebee (B. lucorum sensu stricto) workers in 
recent studies (Scriven et al. 2015).

The Northern White-tailed Bumblebee (B. magnus) is thought to be the most distinctive 
member of the White-tailed Bumblebee complex and it may be possible to identify it in the 
field (Macdonald & Nisbet 2006). In the Scottish Highlands it is thought to be more numerous 
than the White-tailed Bumblebee (B. lucorum sensu stricto) (Macdonald & Nisbet 2006).  In 
2006 the author recorded queens which agree with Macdonald and Nisbet accounts.
Northern White-tailed Bumblebee (B. magnus) ecology is generally similar to that of the White-
tailed Bumblebee (B. lucorum sensu stricto) although it is more associated with heathland 
and moorland habitats; in Scotland it is found in Erica-rich moorland. This species has been 
recorded on Bell Heather (Erica cinerea) near St Agnes, north coast of Cornwall.  In one 
extensive study the majority of Northern White-tailed Bumblebee (B. magnus) workers and 
queens were found foraging on Ling (Calluna vulgaris) and Heathers (Erica cinerea and Erica 
tetralix) and were found to have the lowest diet breadth of the three White-tailed Bumblebee 
complex species (Scriven et al. 2015).
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Moss Carder Bumblebee Bombus muscorum

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

A late species generally, although in Cornwall it can occur early with queens in mid-April, 
with numbers peaking between late June and late August, although some can be seen into 
September. 

Habitat & Ecology

A long/medium-tongue, surface nesting species, the Moss Carder Bumblebee (B. muscorum) 
is associated with cool damp grasslands, although this association is not obvious in Cornwall. 
In  Cornwall the Moss Carder Bumblebee is typically found on the same sites as the Brown-
banded Carder (B. humilis), although it is much rarer. The Moss Carder Bumblebee is usually 
found on higher quality sites where flower-rich grassland occurs alongside coastal heaths 
and/or dunes, whereas the Brown-banded Carder (B. humilis) can occur on flower-rich 
grassland alone. The Moss Carder Bumblebee is found in flower-rich areas with Fabaceae 
such as Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria), White Clover (Trifolium repens) and Red Clover 
(Trifolium pratense).

Conservation

Protection of coastal flower-rich grassland, and introduction of pollen and nectar margins 
or clover leys are important for this species. Threats include destruction of flower-rich 
and upland habitats. Climate change is a further threat to UK populations of Moss Carder 
Bumblebees. 
This species should be a conservation priority and should be monitored on sites with active 
management.

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

Scarce
Occurs alongside the Brown-
banded Carder Bumblebee (B. 
humilis) but is less numerous, and 
has declined inland.

National Range 
and Status

Declining in England and Wales; 
section 41 species. In Scotland 
found on inland moors as well as 
coastal areas.

Alternative Names Moss Carder Bee
Bombus (Thoracobombus) 
muscorum

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Common Carder Bumblebee Bombus pascuorum

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Benton (2006) classes the Common Carder Bumblebee (B. pascuorum) as early nesting 
with a medium length colony cycle. In Devon and Cornwall, the Common Carder 
Bumblebee may be multiple brooded with males observed into late October.  

Habitat & Ecology

Long- to medium-tongued, found on woodland edge, although present in most habitats. 
On coastal grassland sites can occur alongside other carder bumblebee species, and can 
be less abundant than the other two species on these sites. Present in upland moorland 
and heathland open ground sites utilising a wide variety of forage plants particularly 
Scrophulariaceae, Fabaceae and Lamiaceae. 
Mainly nesting on the surface, within tussock grass, Common Carder Bumblebees have 
medium-sized colonies with 100 or so individuals. 

Conservation

Conservation of any flower-rich habitats, particularly hedges and field boundaries is 
important to this species. The species is being negatively affected by loss of flower rich 
habitats, intensive grazing regimes and frequent cutting for silage. 

 © Shaun Poland

 © Shaun Poland
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Regional 
Distribution

Common 

National Range 
and Status

Common throughout UK

Alternative Names Bombus (Thoracobombus) 
pascuorum

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Early Bumblebee Bombus pratorum

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

As the name suggests, this species emerges early and is commonly seen in garden and 
hedgerow habitats as one of the earliest bees in the season. 
This species is multi-brooded with a peak during May and June.

Habitat & Ecology

The Early Bumblebee (B. pratorum) is a short-tongued species, found in a range of spring 
flowering habitats such as woodland edge hedge and field boundaries. Workers of this species 
can be very small and utilise a very diverse range of forage including Willow (Salix spp.), 
Ground Ivy (Glechoma hederacea), Bird’s Foot Trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), Common Vetch 
(Vicia sativa), Comfrey (Symphytum officinale), Green Alkanet (Pentaglottis sempervirens) 
and Viper’s Bugloss (Echium vulgare).  
This species nests in various sites with the colony size usually fewer than 100 individuals.  

Conservation

Spring flowers are common in hedges and field boundaries in Devon and Cornwall, and 
these are important habitats for this species. Suitable rotational hedge management and 
cutting regimes on flower-rich boundaries are important, with late summer cutting most 
appropriate.

 © Shaun Poland
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Regional 
Distribution

Common

National Range 
and Status

Common

Alternative Names Bombus (Pyrobombus) pratorum

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]



Page 40

Buff-tailed Bumblebee Bombus terrestris

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

This species is early to emerge and very late to finish, with multiple broods, and has been 
observed being active right through the winter.

Habitat & Ecology

The Buff-tailed Bumblebee (B. terrestris) is a short-tongued species and utilises a wide 
variety of habitats, such as spring flowering woodland edges, hedgerows, upland moors, 
gardens and heaths. It feeds on a very wide range of short-tubed flowers, but can also feed 
on deeper flowers by biting through into the corolla. 
This species nests underground with very large colonies of over 300 workers, which forage 
over large distances.
The Buff-tailed Bumblebee is the most widely researched species as complete colonies can 
be purchased. It is considered a socially complex species and uses a range of pheromones to 
control the colony. The technique of ‘buzz pollinating’ or encouraging pollen release through 
vibrating wing muscles makes them very efficient pollinators on certain plants.  

Conservation

Protection of any flower-rich sites or landscapes is important, as with any pollinating species 
though the Buff-tailed Bumblebee is more flexible than other species and likely to benefit 
from a wide variety of agri-environment options.
Commercial Buff-tailed Bumblebee colonies can be used for pollinating greenhouse crops 
such as tomatoes and these colonies can be of continental stock (B. terrestris dalmatinus).  
Approximately 10,000 of these colonies are imported each year to the UK although recent 
legislation has been put into force to ensure only the British sub-species are imported.

 © Shaun Poland  © Shaun Poland
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Regional 
Distribution

One of the most common 
Bumblebees in the region.

National Range 
and Status

Common

Alternative Names Red-tailed bumblebee
Bombus (Bombus) terrestris

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Barbut’s Cuckoo Bee Bombus barbutellus

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Barbut’s Cuckoo Bees (B. barbutellus) can be found between April and October in Cornwall. 

Habitat & Ecology

The Barbut’s Cuckoo Bee is a social parasite of the Garden Bumblebee (B. hortorum) and 
occasionally the Ruderal Bumblebee (B. ruderatus). Barbut’s Cuckoo Bee occurs in a wide 
variety of habitats particularly gardens and woodland edges.

Conservation

As for all Cuckoo Bees, the population requirements of the host are more important than 
the quality or type of habitat for the cuckoo itself. Barbut’s Cuckoo Bee is likely to occur 
where there is better quality Garden Bumblebee habitat, and is impacted by the same 
conservation concerns.  

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

Local but under-recorded

National Range 
and Status

Widespread through the south 
although very scattered in U.K

Alternative Names Barbut’s Cuckoo Bumblebee
Bombus (Psithyrus) barbutellus

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Gypsy Cuckoo Bee Bombus bohemicus

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Unknown.

Habitat & Ecology

Social parasite of the White-tailed Bumblebee complex (B. lucorum, B. magnus and possibly 
B. cryptarum). 

Conservation

The Gypsy Cuckoo Bee (B. bohemicus) is likely to occur where there is better quality open 
grassland, heathland and woodland edge habitats.
General conservation of flower-rich moorland and heathland is of great benefit to the Gypsy 
Cuckoo Bee (B. bohemicus).  For all cuckoo bees the abundance of the host species and 
quality of habitat for host species is more important than the quality or type of habitat used 
for the cuckoo itself.

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

Scarce but under-recorded

National Range 
and Status

Widespread throughout the UK

Alternative Names Gypsy Cuckoo Bumblebee
Bombus (Psithyrus) bohemicus

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Field Cuckoo Bee Bombus campestris

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Found from April to October in Cornwall.

Habitat & Ecology

Social parasite of the Common Carder Bumblebee (B. pascuorum) but also known to 
parasitise the Brown-banded Carder Bumblebee (B. humilis), Moss Carder Bumblebee (B. 
muscorum), Ruderal Bumblebee (B. ruderarius) and Shrill Carder Bumblebee (B. sylvarum). 
The Field Cuckoo Bee (B. campestris) may be double-brooded. 
Found in a wide variety of habitats including gardens, grassland, field boundaries, woodland 
edge, coastal habitats and, less commonly, on moorland. The all-black form of the Field 
Cuckoo Bee (B. campestris) is found in Devon and Cornwall.

Conservation

Found on flower-rich habitats, particularly hedges and field boundaries, like the Common 
Carder Bumblebee (B. pascuorum) but is likely to occur where there are larger areas of 
better quality habitat.  Field boundaries and hedgerow are important for congregating males 
and nest searching females.

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

Local but under recorded

National Range 
and Status

Common throughout central and 
south England.

Alternative Names Field Cuckoo Bumblebee
Bombus (Psithyrus) campestris

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Red-tailed Cuckoo Bee Bombus rupestris

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

The Red-tailed Cuckoo Bee (B. rupestris) has a shorter cycle than the other cuckoo bees, 
and is usually found from April to September.

Habitat & Ecology

The Red-tailed Cuckoo Bee is a social parasite of the Red-tailed Bumblebee (B. lapidarius) 
and so is reliant on abundance of Red-tailed Bumblebee (B. lapidarius).  

Conservation

In some areas of Southern England this species is showing a recovery from previous declines, 
but this does not appear to be the case in Cornwall. Although its host is a common species, 
the Red-tailed Cuckoo Bee occurs mainly on the north coast of Cornwall. The Red-tailed 
Cuckoo Bee prefers flower-rich grassland with abundant Fabaceae particularly Bird’s-foot 
Trefoil (Lotus corniculatus).

 © Nick Owens  © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

Scarce

National Range 
and Status

Predominantly southern with a 
recovery in some areas.

Alternative Names Bombus (Psithyrus) rupestris

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Forest Cuckoo Bee Bombus sylvestris

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Found from April to October, with young females seen over a longer period than other 
Cuckoo Bee species. It is thought to be double brooded and is the social parasite of the 
Early Bumblebee (B. pratorum), the Heath Bumblebee (B. jonellus) and the Bilberry 
Bumblebee (B. monticola). 

Habitat & Ecology

Occurs in any habitats where the host species is found. Males can be abundantly found 
foraging on Asteraceae such as Thistles (Cirsium spp.) and Knapweeds. The Forest 
Cuckoo Bee (B. sylvestris) is often associated with woodland edge habitats in spring and 
with open ground habitats such as heathland, moorland and coastal grassland later in the 
season. It is unknown how flexible the species is at choosing between different species 
to parasitise. 
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Regional 
Distribution

Widespread but under recorded.
The second most commonly seen 
cuckoo bee in the region.  

National Range 
and Status

Scattered, locally common.

Alternative Names Four-coloured Cuckoo Bee
Bombus (Psithyrus) sylvestris

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Vestal Cuckoo Bee Bombus vestalis

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Recorded between April and October and is a social parasite of the Buff-tailed Bumblebee 
(B. terrestris).

Habitat & Ecology

The Vestal Cuckoo Bee (B. vestalis) is found in a wide range of habitats, but less commonly 
on cooler habitats such as moorland in the region. Males can often be seen in numbers on 
Asteraceae such as Thistles (Cirsium spp.) and Brambles (Rubus fruticosus).

Conservation

As for the Buff-tailed Bumblebee (B. terrestris), conservation of any flower-rich habitat is 
important but the Vestal Cuckoo Bee (B. vestalis) is more likely to occur where there is 
better quality habitat.  General conservation of flower-rich boundaries and edge habitats 
is important.
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Regional 
Distribution

Widespread or common. The most 
commonly seen cuckoo bee in the 
region. 

National Range 
and Status

Common in southern England and 
Wales. 

Alternative Names Southern Cuckoo Bee
Bombus (Psithyrus) vestalis

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Great Yellow Bumblebee Bombus distinguendus

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Unknown.

Habitat & Ecology

The strongest populations of the Great Yellow Bumblebee (B. distinguendus) are found 
on coastal flower rich grasslands, such as the Machair (fertile low-lying plains of the 
northwest coastline of Scotland).   

Conservation

A Northern species at edge of range in Cornwall (Williams et al. 2007).  Reestablishment 
of this species in Devon and Cornwall is now likely to be unfeasible.

 © Nick Owens

 © Nick Owens



Page 55

Regional 
Distribution

Extinct, with no records in Cornwall 
since 1909 but a number of records 
in Devon in the 1930’s and 1940’s.

National Range 
and Status

Scotland only; extinct in England 
and Wales. Section 41 species

Alternative Names Bombus (Subterraneobombus) 
distinguendus

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Bilberry Bumblebee Bombus monticola

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

The Bilberry Bumblebee (B. monticola) has a long population cycle; the first queens 
generally appear in the late April or early May and the workers can still be seen in mid-
September, peaking in July and August.

Habitat & Ecology

This is a short-tongued species, associating with one plant species more than any other 
British Bombus species: the Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus). It is usually observed in heath/
moorland where Bilberry is very abundant, although a mosaic of additional habitats is 
also important, such as Willow (Salix spp.) for queens, or Bell Heather (Erica cinerea) and 
upland hay meadows with diverse forage plants including Fabaceae for workers.  
The nests are usually in old mammal nests underground and the colony is medium to 
small with fewer than 100 individuals.  
The species is a good disperser; it has been recorded at Prawle Point SX73 and West Looe 
SX2553 well away from Dartmoor and could possibly re-colonise Bodmin if large areas of 
Bilberry heath are created and managed.    

Conservation

Over-grazing of moorland with flowering Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus) has impacted on 
this species.

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

Locally extinct as a breeding species. 
The most likely last breeding record 
was at Kit Hill SX3771 in 1984, 
although one queen was seen in 
2003 in an inappropriate habitat at 
West Looe.  There were five other 
sites recorded on Bodmin Moor in 
the 1970s.  Probably has declined on 
Dartmoor.  

National Range 
and Status

In UK has a western and northern 
upland distribution and is declining.

Alternative Names Mountain Bumblebee
Bombus (Pyrobombus) monticola

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Ruderal Bumblebee Bombus ruderatus

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Relatively late species to emerge.

Habitat & Ecology

It is long-tongued, foraging on long-tubed flowers such as White Dead-nettle (Lamium 
album), Marsh Woundwort (Stachys palustris), Black Horehound (Ballota nigra) and 
Comfrey (Symphytum officinale).  It can occur in ruderal habitats where I have found 
it quite abundantly on Teasel (Dipsacus fullonum) in Cambridgeshire and is strongly 
associated with Red Clover (Trifolium pratense) in more general habitats.  
It builds large underground nests with up to 150 individuals. Completely black forms 
often occur alongside banded forms.

Conservation

The nearest populations are probably too far away to re-colonise the county. 
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Regional 
Distribution

Probably extinct in the region, as it 
has not been recorded since 1965. 
Similar to B. hortorum and may 
therefore have been misidentified 
and/or under-recorded. 

National Range 
and Status

Has declined nationally, Section 41 
species. Strongest populations in 
East Anglia and South Midlands.  
Some possible recovery as a result 
of new agri-environment schemes 
(Baldock 2007).

Alternative Names Large Garden Bumblebee
Bombus (Megabombus) ruderatus

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Broken-belted Bumblebee Bombus soroeensis

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

One of the latest Bombus species, with populations at peak numbers into the middle of 
September and the queens emerging from late May. 

Habitat & Ecology

A short/medium-tongued species associated with wet heath/moorland. In Scotland this 
species is often observed foraging on flowers such as Cross-leaved heath (Erica tetralix and 
Rubus spp.). On Salisbury Plain the main forage is Devils-bit Scabious (Succisa pratensis).  
Small flowered legumes such as Melilot (Melilotus officinalis) and Sainfoin (Onobrychis 
viciifolia) may be very important for queens.  Past populations at Ilfracombe were associated 
with Bramble (Rubus fruticosus) (Sladen 1912). In Europe the species can be common and 
is considered not to be specific in its forage requirements.
Usually nesting below ground with about 100 workers in a nest.  

Spooner (1985) wrote; 
“the species is widely distributed and in some seasons locally abundant occurring both 
in North and south Devon, on the whole frequent in the neighbourhood of heaths and 
moorland, but has been seen in numbers on the coast near Dawlish and a mile or so 

inland from Paignton (R.C.L.P. 1923)”

Conservation

Protection of large areas of later flowering habitats such as heathland/moorland with Devils-
bit Scabious (Succisa pratensis) is important.  Fragmentation and reduction in quality of 
later flowering habitats seems most likely to have caused extinction in this species.  



Page 61

Regional 
Distribution

Locally Extinct, last recorded in 
1982.

National Range 
and Status

Local in Scottish highlands, rare 
and declining in England and 
Wales although there are strong 
populations on Salisbury Plain.

Alternative Names Bombus (Kallobombus) soroeensis

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Small Red-tailed Bumblebee Bombus ruderarius

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Queens emerge relatively early and the species has a short cycle with the colonies known 
to start to break up in mid-July.

Habitat & Ecology

A medium-tongued species, present in a very wide range of habitats. Research suggests it 
survives best in the complex habitats formed by later stages of succession from grassland 
to scrub (Benton 2008). Forages in flower-rich habitats with early flowering Lamiaceae 
such as White Dead-nettle (Lamium album) and Ground Ivy (Glechoma hederacea), and 
Fabaceae such as Red Clover (Trifolium pratense) and Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria).
Forms quite small colonies of 20-50 individuals nesting in tussocky grassland.   

Conservation

Protection of tall flower-rich grassland.  Further research and survey work are needed 
nationally to establish clearer conservation requirements for this bumblebee. This is a 
priority species.

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

Extinct in Cornwall. Last definite 
record was in 1939 at Tregantle 
Fort (SX3853)

National Range 
and Status

Scattered distribution in southern 
England, the Midlands and South 
West Wales and is generally 
declining. Section 41 species

Alternative Names Red-shanked Carder Bee
Small Red-tailed Bumblebee 
Bombus (Thoracobombus) 
ruderarius

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Shrill Carder Bumblebee Bombus sylvarum

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

The Shrill Carder Bumblebee (B. sylvarum) is a late species which often only reaches 
peak numbers in August.  Queens can be seen in May, males and workers into September.

Habitat & Ecology

A long-tongued species, associated with flower rich grassland with Fabaceae particular-
ly Red Clover (Trifolium pratense). Other forage plants include Red Bartsia (Odontites 
verna), Tufted Vetch (Viccia cracca) and Comfrey (Symphytum officinale). However, it 
is known to associate with taller more dense vegetation where it can weave deep into 
vegetation, foraging unlike other bumblebees.  This species makes a shrill distinctive 
noise which accounts for its common name; the Shrill Carder Bee.  
This species creates small nests on the surface or underground, with less than 50 work-
ers, and is fairly late to nest and to reach peak numbers.  

Conservation

Restoration of large areas of tall flower-rich grassland with abundant Fabaceae in 
particular Red Clover

 © Nick Owens
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Regional 
Distribution

A distinctive species which is likely 
to be extinct in Cornwall.

National Range 
and Status

Section 41 species, much declined, 
only present in a few landscape 
areas in southern England and south 
Wales.

Alternative Names Knapweed Carder Bee
Bombus (Thoracobombus) sylvarum

Identification

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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Short-haired Bumblebee Bombus subterraneus

Cornish Phenology & Life Cycle 

Unknown.

Habitat & Ecology

The Short-haired Bumblebee (B. subterraneus) is a long-tongued species and is found 
associating with Red Clover (Trifolium pratense) in dry grassland habitats. As the name 
suggests it builds underground nests. 

Conservation

The Short-haired Bumblebee (B. subterraneus) is subject to a reintroduction programme 
in England. The Lizard area could be suitable for reintroduction if large new areas of 
grassland rich in Fabaceae were created alongside the reintroduction. 
The Short-haired Bumblebee (B. subterraneus) is a priority species.

 © Steven Falk
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Regional 
Distribution

Extinct; last recorded in 1928 on the 
Lizard (SW7011) M. Spooner (1985)

National Range 
and Status

Was last recorded in the 1980s 
in Dungeness, but subject to a 
reintroduction program with the 
first workers seen again in 2013. 
Declining elsewhere in Europe.

Alternative Names Bombus (Subterraneobombus) 
subterraneus

Map above produced through the NBN using data 
provided by other organisations. The coverage 

shows data from all years and may not represent 
modern distribution of the species. Please visit 
NBN website for more information on national 

coverage.
© Crown copyright and database rights 2011 Ord-

nance Survey [100017955]
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reCorDing sChemes

The Environmental Record Centre for Cornwall 
and Isle of Scilly (ERCCIS) collates and manages 
environmental records and data for Cornwall and Scilly. 
Online Recording Kernow and Scilly (www.ORKS.org.uk), 
an online resource for submitting wildlife records across 
Cornwall and Scilly

Bee, Wasp and Ant Recording Society (BWARS) is the 
national society dedicated to studying and recording bees, 
wasps & ants, aculeate Hymenoptera, in Britain & Ireland. 
Find out more online www.bwars.com 

Bumblebee Conservation Trust BeeWalk is a 
national recording scheme to monitor the abundance of 
bumblebees across the UK.  Find out more online www.
bumblebeeconservation.org 

BugLife The South West Bees Project aims to increase 
understanding of bee species to inform regional conservation 
efforts. The South West Bees Project works alongside it's 
B-Lines projects, connecting flower-rich habitats across the 
countryside.   Find out more online www.buglife.org.uk/
south-west-bees-project
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