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Get to know your native bees

Australia has over 1,500 species of native bee, and the Sydney region, including the Blue Mountains, is home to about 200 species. Of these, only one species (Tetragonula carbonaria) lives socially, storing honey and pollen in its nest. The remaining 199 or so live mostly solitary lives, and nest in a variety of substrates such as hollow stems (Figure 1), old borer holes (Figure 2) and dead tree branches. Some live in small ground holes (Figure 3) within untidy, grassy corners of the garden or under house deckings. The female bee, all queens in solitary species, creates and provisions brood cells within these nests to raise her young. She collects pollen and nectar, mixes it into a patty, lays an egg on top and seals the brood cell. She continues to do this, pollinating native, exotic and even fruiting trees along the way, until she dies. 
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Figure 1. Exoneura bee nest, with female departing (insert).
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Figure 2. Black resin bees (Megachile) nesting in drilled holes in hard wood blocks. 
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Figure 3. Ground dwelling bee, Lassioglossum, foraging in a local Mountains garden.
As we beautify our homes and gardens, we remove many of the untidy materials, such as old stems and borer-hole riddled wood, which provide natural nesting cavities for our native bees. This reduces natural populations, as there is nowhere for the bees to raise their offspring. We can, however, provide artificial nesting substrate for existing populations, thus enabling the local population to grow, as habitats become available. Because native bees are solitary they are not aggressive. They are capable of stinging, but only if picked up or swatted. The adage ‘leave them alone and they won’t hurt you’ rings true when it comes to solitary bees. By providing habitat for our native bees we can increase their populations and add to nature’s biodiversity. 
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