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Bees are a vital to the ecology of 
the UK and provide significant 
social and economic benefits 
through crop pollination and 
maintaining the character of 
the landscape. Recent years 
have seen substantial declines in 
many species of bees within the 
UK. This report takes a closer look 
at how 13 ‘iconic’ bee species are 
faring in each English region, as 
well as Wales, Northern Ireland 
and Scotland. In West Midlands 
the report focusses on the Eucera 
longicornis. 
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Through collating information on the 13 iconic bee species, common themes have 
emerged on the causes of decline, and the actions that can be taken to help reverse it. 

The most pervasive causes of bee species decline are to be found in the way our 
countryside has changed in the past 60 years. Intensification of grazing regimes, an 
increase in pesticide use, loss of biodiverse field margins and hedgerows, the trend 
towards sterile monoculture, insensitive development and the sprawl of towns and 
cities are the main factors in this.

I agree with the need for a comprehensive Bee Action Plan led by the UK 
Government in order to counteract these causes of decline, as called for by Friends 
of the Earth. But households and communities, local authorities and agencies, and 
devolved governments can also make a significant difference. And while it’s critical 
that the UK Government acts to reverse the decline in all bee species, some of the 
iconic bees identified in this research also have very specific and local needs. 

Overarching Recommendations include:

> Governmenti, local wildlife groups and local authorities to raise awareness of 
bee diversity and pollinators’ ecological and economic importance.

> Government to ensure further surveying and monitoring of wild bees to 
establish more accurate population numbers and changes.

> Government to ensure there is enough expertise and advice available 
for landowners, local authorities and farmers to inform bee-friendly land 
management.

> Government, local wildlife groups and local authorities to promote sympathetic 
grazing regimes to landowners and farmers that ensure adequate bee-friendly 
forage availability until the end of summer/early autumn.

> Government to encourage farmers to take-up the most beneficial Agri-
Environment options such as sowing pollen and nectar mixes, buffer strips, 
wildflower margins, sympathetically managed hay meadows and semi-natural 
grasslands. These options need to be widely available and financially viable for 
the landowner.

> Government to set quantitative targets for the reduction of all pesticide use and 
to encourage the use of alternative pest management methods.

> Government to ensure protection for sites of importance to rare and threatened 
bees, for example with SSSI designation.

> Local planning authorities to ensure that biodiversity priority lists and 
action plans are consulted as part of their consideration of any planning or 
development proposals and damage to priority species and habitats avoided.

> Government and local planning authorities to encourage developers to include 
bee-friendly habitat when carrying out developments.

> Planning authorities to identify important populations of rare or threatened bee 
species and significant sites for bees in their local plans, ensuring that they are 
adequately protected.

> Local authorities and local wildlife groups to encourage gardeners and local 
communities to grow more wild and/or bee-friendly plants in open spaces and 
gardens.

> Local authorities to grow more bee friendly plants in parks and open spaces.

These actions cut across various policy areas and involve multiple actors. Friends of 
the Earth’s call for a Bee Action Plan is primarily aimed at the UK government, but 
would involve devolved governments, key stakeholders such as farmers, bee keepers, 
local authorities and agencies to advise on its content and implementation.

Simon G. Potts, Professor of Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services,
School of Agriculture, Policy and Development,  
University of Reading.
i Government refers to UK Government or where powers are devolved to the relevant devolved Government

Key Facts: 
> A very distinctive solitary bee of 

which the West Midlands holds 
the most inland and northern 
recent recordings.

> The bee’s species name 
‘longicornis’ means ‘long 
horns’ and refers to the male’s 
characteristic extremely long 
antennae.

> This bee has an Endangered 
‘cuckoo’ bee dependent upon it 
for survival.

Best place to see: this bee is very 
rare in the West Midlands but the 
best place to look for it are South 
Staffordshire, north Worcestershire 
and south Warwickshire, especially 
along disused railway lines and 
disused quarries with lots of 
leguminous plants such as vetches 
and bird’s-foot trefoil.

Eucera longicornis. © Alain Cipière (OPIE)



Description
This is a relatively large (12-16mm) solitary bee with a black haired abdomen and 
buff to tawny-haired thorax. The females have an entirely black head and whitish 
broken bands on the black abdomen. The males have yellow patches on the face 
and are very distinctive from all other species of bee in the U.K in having extremely 
long antennae, reaching back along the whole length of the bee.

Distribution and Status
> E. longicornis is widespread across Europe and Asia, reaching as far east as 

Siberia and China. 

> Within the U.K it is found locally in southern England and Wales and appears to 
be becoming more confined to coastal areas. The West Midlands now holds the 
most inland and northern recent recordings of its distribution.

> This species is strongly associated with mesotrophic grasslands (neutral pH 
grasslands) and the habitat where this bee is now most often found is on 
coastal grasslands and landslips but is also found in deciduous woodland where 
there are grassy open rides and also sometimes on heathland. 

E. longicornis is listed on the England Biodiversity Strategy S411 species list 
(previously the UK List of Priority Species and Habitats under the UK Biodiversity 
Action Plan (UK BAP) and listed as Notable A2 in the revised Red Data Book for the 
British Isles (Falk, 1991).

 1 This is a list of species and habitats identified to be of biodiversity conservation priority in England that should be taken 
into consideration during planning and development initiatives.

2 A status given to species found in only 16-30 10km grid squares of the U.K.

Ecology and Behaviour
> The female E. longicornis excavates a nesting burrow of about 150-200cm in 

bare or thinly vegetated soil. Coming off of this tunnel she builds a number of 
oval shaped nest partitions or ‘cells’. Each cell is coated with a secretion from the 

West Midlands is a key area 
for the Eucera longicornis.
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female that acts as a sort of ‘proofing’ for the cell. In each partition the female 
lays an egg provisioned with pollen and a little nectar (from leguminous plants; 
family Fabaceae) that the growing bee (larva) will feed on. It will then undergo 
metamorphosis, forming a pupa in which it totally transforms, later breaking 
through its cell to emerge from the burrow as the adult. Females will usually nest 
very close together at the same site in an aggregation; however they still ‘work’ 
completely independently from one another and are not social insects.

> Emergence of the first individuals takes place around mid-May; the males first 
followed the females. The bees look for a mate and after mating takes place 
the females start building their nest burrows, laying eggs and provisioning them 
with food etc. 

> One interesting observation of this species is the pollination of the Bee Orchid 
and Late Spider-orchid by the males. In Western Europe (but as yet unobserved 
here despite the presence of both orchid species) the males occasionally 
attempt to mate with the flowers of the orchids after mistaking them for female 
E. longicornis. During this pseudocopulation the males get pollen of the orchids 
on their faces and when they then ‘mate’ with another flower, they transfer the 
pollen and as a consequence pollinate the plant.

> The females not only need to collect pollen for their young, they also need this 
protein themselves along with energy from sugary nectar in order to remain 
active as long as possible. Individuals of this species nectar from a wide range 
of plant species but the females will only collect pollen from plants of the family 
Fabaceae, in particular vetches, clovers, peas and birds-foot trefoil. Meadow 
vetching (Lathyrus pratensis) is noted as being of particular importance and is 
preferentially favoured by this species, especially where it forms dense patches. 

> The foraging and nesting activity of E. longicornis will continue until around the 
middle of July (sometimes a little later) by which time all individuals will have 
died; the males first followed by the females. The young overwinter in their cells 
and emerge in the spring as their parents did the previous year and the whole 
cycle begins again.

> Over a quarter of British bee species are known as cleptoparasites or ‘Cuckoo 
Bees’. This means that they enter nests of other bees and lay their own egg 
in an occupied cell, which in turn hatches and eats both host larva and pollen 
provision. The cuckoo bee Nomada sexfasciata is a parasite of E. longicornis. 
This bee is now only known from one site in the U.K (a coastal site in South 
Devon) and is listed as Endangered3 (RDB1) in the Red Data Books by Shirt 
(1987) and Falk (1991).

3 A status given to species at risk of becoming extinct if causal factors continue operating. The species exists in five or fewer 
10km grid squares of the U.K.

Causes of Decline and Conservation
> The threats and causes of decline to this bee are likely to be on-going land use 

change and agricultural intensification.

> Specifically, E .longicornis requires landscapes that provide both adequate 
nesting sites and an abundance of the plant species it likes to forage on. 

> Optimal habitat has and is being lost through conversion of flower-rich 
grassland to more intensive agricultural and grassland systems (such as a shift 
from hay to silage system) or a lack of grazing or cutting leading to grasses and 
other plants outcompeting wild flowers. 

> This is a strong-flying bee and probably requires forage across a wide area, on a 
landscape scale. Therefore, fragmentation of the landscape and increasing loss 
of flower-rich sites is probably another reason for its decline. However it does 
appear that it may be able to operate at a very low population density over a 
wide area, as may be the situation in Worcestershire.



> Some sites could still potentially support the bee but areas of the correct 
resources are so fragmented that populations are unable to disperse the 
distance to them. 

> The reason it fairs better in certain areas is probably as a result of sensitive 
grassland management there. Examples of this include grazing/cutting different 
areas on rotation so that there are always nesting sites and flower rich areas 
available throughout the bee’s life cycle, using cattle for grazing rather than 
sheep which are much less damaging or delaying grazing or hay cutting until 
after the bee’s cycle. 

> It should be noted that the apparent shift of this bee to the coast may not be 
indicative of a preference for coastal sites but simply that inland grasslands 
have deteriorated further than coastal. 

Reommendations
The report authors agree with the need for a Bee Action Plan to address urgent 
actions to be taken by the UK government, as called for by Friends of the Earth’s Bee 
Cause campaign.

Further potential strategies to assist E. longicornis include the following:

> UK Government to introduce a national monitoring programme to monitor 
populations of wild pollinators including declining, threatened or rare bee 
species including C. longicornis. 

> Local recorders and/or wildlife organisations to carry out survey work of 
existing populations in the area and identify any new sites where the species 
was previously unknown or hasn’t been seen in a while. Tied to this is the 
encouragement of local recorders and wildlife groups to record the species and 
submit the data to the Bees, Wasps and Ants Recording Society (BWARS). It 
must be noted that even though this species usually nests in aggregations it can 
reportedly support a colony over quite a large area (but at low density or even as 
isolated individuals) and hence be much more difficult to locate (Lee, 2001).

> Local recorders and wildlife groups to identify any corridors of potentially 
suitable habitat between existing populations and relate this to published 
data on the species’ dispersal distance and propensity. This information can 
then be used to determine if colonisation of these sites would be feasible given 
appropriate management of the corridor. 

> If a corridor is established then it should be monitored by local authorities, 
local wildlife groups/organisations, or recorders. If deemed particularly 
important the local authorities are recommended to incorporate it into their 
local plans in order to protect the corridor and the species that depends upon it 

> The public, local recorders and NGOs/wildlife groups to continue to raise 
awareness of E. longicornis with other members of the public, local conservation 
organisations, local authorities, local MPs and land owners/managers where the 
bee occurs or where it could potentially occur.

> Government agencies, local wildlife organisations and local authorities giving 
advice to landowners in the above areas (and those surrounding) to encourage 
habitat management which promotes the bee’s required habitat, e.g. to install a 
grazing/mowing regime that avoids flowers being removed until late summer or 
early autumn and/or areas grazed on rotation so that there is a mosaic of habitats 
and food plants available nearby throughout the bee’s life cycle. Also to establish 
Meadow Vetchling along verges and other linear features such as margins of fields 
and lanes in key areas, as the males are anecdotally known to ‘patrol’ good patches 
of this plant along linear features when searching for females. 

> Government agencies, local wildlife organisations and local authorities to 
encourage farmers to select Agri-Environment Scheme options that benefit 
pollinators, particularly sowing of legume rich pollen and nectar mixes.

Top: Eucera longicornis foraging on clover.  
© Alain Cipière (OPIE)
Bottom: Disused railway, Warwickshire. © Thinkstock
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> As this bee is probably a landscape scale forager, the public are encouraged 
to plant wild leguminous plants such as vetches and clovers in gardens and 
this could benefit not just E. longicornis but other bee species, particularly 
bumblebees.

> If any management is undertaken then local authorities, local recorders, and 
local wildlife/groups to monitor its effectiveness

> Local authorities should record any important sites (either already in existence 
or identified by the further survey work) for the bee in their local plans and 
ensure policies and mitigation plans are then in place to protect these 
populations. 

> UK Government and local authorities to encourage developers to include bee-
friendly habitat in new developments. This would be in-line with the National 
Planning Policy Framework which aims to achieve biodiversity gain.

> Local people in the region could join local campaigns such as Friends of the 
Earth ‘Bee worlds’ project and also sign their petition for a National Bee  
Action Plan.
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Want to know more? 
More information about the University’s work on bees can be found at 
www.reading.ac.uk/caer/staff_simon_potts.html

Information about Friends of the Earth’s The Bee Cause campaign can 
be found at www.foe.co.uk/bees
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