
One of the first welcome signs of spring is the sight of a fat, furry queen 
bumblebee slowly moving about the garden. The first species to emerge is 
usually the Buff-tailed Bumblebee Bombus terrestris. There have been 27 
species of bumblebee recorded in the UK and most are in decline; three 
have become extinct in recent years and some species are confined to very 
small populations. The reasons for decline are varied but most important are 
changes in agriculture and widespread use of insecticides. Over the last 50 
years we have lost 98 per cent of our traditional wild flower meadows, which 
have been replaced with monocultures of grass. Bumblebees need a plentiful 
supply of nectar and pollen throughout spring and summer so the loss of 
wild flowers from the landscape has serious implications for their continued 
survival. And, given that bumblebees, along with other insect species, are 
responsible for pollinating many of our fruit and vegetable crops, as well 
as wild flowers, the declines may have important consequences for us. In 
the pear orchards of Sechuan in China, where wild bees have disappeared 
because of intensive farming, people have to clamber among the tress in 
spring armed with paintbrushes and jars of pollen to act as bee substitutes.

So how can we as citizens help our bumblebees? One way is to make our 
gardens bee friendly and, with gardens covering one million acres in the UK, 
this could have a significant effect. Bumblebees emerge very early in the 
spring, before other bee species, and can tolerate low temperatures because 
their large bodies are well insulated with dense hairs. But at this time of 
year nectar-rich flowers may be in short supply and bumblebees need large 
quantities to build up their energy reserves. Pussy willow offers abundant 
nectar and trees are often buzzing with bumblebees, although I haven’t 
noticed this as much in recent years. Garden flowers can help:  
winter-flowering heathers, crocuses, hellebore, snowdrops and lungwort  
are all good sources of nectar. 

After replenishing her energy stores, the queen needs to search for a nest 
site, and you may see a queen slowly quartering the ground, investigating 
suitable places: old mouse or vole holes, crevices under patios, under the 
wooden floors of garden sheds, under piles of dead leaves or in dense grass 
tussocks. Apparently the bumblebee boxes sold in garden centres are never 
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selected! The queen builds a nest of material in the immediate vicinity, furnishes 
it with a little pot of nectar for her own immediate use and lays her first batch 
of eggs in a ball of pollen. From now until the eggs develop into female worker 
bees, she needs both to forage for more food and to keep her brood warm, so 
she needs access to nearby sources of nectar and pollen.

After the workers emerge and learn to forage effectively, the queen devotes 
herself to egg laying. By July the nest may be home to a sisterhood of several 
hundred. The queen then changes strategy and, instead of producing daughter 
workers, will lay female eggs that will develop as future queens and males that 
will mate with them and die. The new queens will store the sperm for use in 
the following spring and find a place to hibernate, while their birth colony will 
decline and die. Some species hibernate as early as late July and so face up to 
eight months without food. 

It is obvious that bumblebees need easy access to flowers that offer lots of 
nectar throughout the nesting season so we can help by growing these in our 
gardens: the website www.beekind.bumblebeeconservation.org offers lots of 
suggestions. Letting the lawn grow a little higher helps too if it includes bird’s-
foot trefoil and clover (especially red clover, which bees love). Flowers to avoid 
are bedding plants that have been bred for flower size and dramatic impact 
and have lost their nectar in the process (most busy lizzies, petunias, lobelias, 
begonias, pansies) and plants that have multiple petals that make it impossible 
for bees to reach the inner parts.

Some good news is a project to reintroduce the short-haired bumblebee Bombus 
subterraneus to Dungeness, where it was last seen in 1988. The first queens, 
a gift from Sweden, were released in 2012. The project plans more releases, 
accompanied by the restoration and creation of suitable habitat. For progress 
of this exciting project see www.bumbleeconservation.org. And for more on 
bumblebees do read Dave Goulson’s A Sting in the Tale: My Adventures with 
Bumblebees, published by Vintage, 2014.
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