White-tailed Bumblebee
Bombus lucorum

The White-tailed Bumblebee is a very common bumblebee which emerges early in Spring
and can be seen feeding on flowers right through to autumn. It can be found in gardens,
farmland, woodland edges, hedgerows and heathland, anywhere there are flowers to feed
on.

The White-tailed Bumblebee has black and lemon-yellow bands and a white 'tail'. The males
have yellow hair on their head, and extra tufts of yellow hair on the thorax and abdomen.
There are several very similar species which can be very difficult to tell apart, the Buff-tailed
Bumblebee, for example, has black and dull yellow bands, and a buff-coloured tail, instead
of a bright white one.

The lifecycle begins in Spring, when rising temperatures awaken a queen bumblebee that
has been hibernating alone in the soil. The queen will have spent the entire winter
underground, using up reserves of energy stored as fat in her body. When she first emerges,
she feeds on flowers, drinking nectar to gain energy. She will then begin to search for a
suitable nest site. Frequent nesting sites include holes in the ground, tussocky grass, bird
boxes and under garden sheds.

When she has chosen her nest, the queen will begin to collect pollen from flowers, to bring
back to the nest. She forms a mound of pollen and wax (which she secretes from her body)
and lays her first brood of eggs. She also collects nectar which she stores in a pot-shaped
structure made of wax which is positioned in front of her mound. The queen keeps the eggs
warm by sitting on her wax ‘nest’ and shivering her muscles to keep warm. Sipping from the
nectar-pot gives her enough energy to incubate the eggs for several days until little white
grub-like larvae emerge. These larvae are fed on pollen and nectar which the queen goes
back-and-forth to collect from nearby flowers. Once they have eaten enough, after around
two weeks, they spin a cocoon, inside which they develop into adult bees.

This first brood of off-spring are all ‘worker’ females, and will carry out work inside and
outside of the nest. Some will guard or clean the nest, while others will forage for nectar and
pollen from flowers. Some of the nectar will be consumed by the working bees, but much of
it will be brought back to the colony to feed to other workers and the next batch of
offspring. From this point on, the queen will not leave the nest. Instead, she will remain
inside, laying more eggs.



As the season progresses nests begin producing off-spring which are not workers. New
qgueens (females) and males are produced in order to allow the colony to reproduce. The
male bees leave the nest and do not normally return. They do not collect pollen and spend
their time feeding on nectar from flowers and trying to mate. New queens leave the nest
and mate soon after. Once mated, new queens feed heavily on pollen and nectar, storing
the energy as fat inside their bodies. This fat will be used to provide energy during a long
hibernation. The old queen and her nest will naturally come to an end as summer turns into
autumn. Only the new queens survive until the following Spring, by hibernating
underground.

It is well known that bumblebees are great pollinators, and therefore have a key role in
producing much of the food that we eat. Through the pollination of many commercial crops
such as tomatoes, peas, apples and strawberries, insects are estimated to contribute over
€14.2 billion per annum to the EU economy.

Bumblebees also help pollinate many wildflowers, allowing them to reproduce. Without this
pollination many of these plants would not produce seeds, resulting in declines in
wildflowers. As these plants are often the basis of complex food chains, it is easy to imagine
how other wildlife such as other insects, birds and mammals would all suffer if bees
disappeared.

They are under threat from loss of habitat and the increasing use of pesticides and
herbicides. You can help by encouraging bees and wasps into your garden by providing
nectar-rich flower borders and fruit trees.



