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Welcome to the wonderful world of identifying bees! 

We truly appreciate your engagement in our B-Lines project, helping 
Cornwall's threatened bees. We have created this 'Mini Guide to 
Identifying Bees' so that you can continue your journey learning about 
the fascinating species you share your home with. In order to conserve 
our bees, we first need to know where they are. This is where you come 
in! Become a citizen scientist and help us generate valuable records:
 
Pollinator Monitoring Scheme - www.ukpoms.org.uk 
Can you tell the difference between a butterfly, beetle and bee? With 
10 minutes on a sunny day you can do a Flower-Insect-Timed count. 

iRecord - www.irecord.org.uk – Share your records to iRecord so that 
others can use them to help future bee conservation projects. 

Equipment - clear pot, hand lens, insect net
Book - Field Guide to the Bees of Great Britain and Ireland, written by 
Steven Falk. A comprehensive key to identify bee species.
Poster - Bumblebee Conservation Trust Identification Poster 
Pocket Guide - FSC Bees of Britain Guide 
Website – BWARS - www.bwars.com for species descriptions.
Photos - Steven Falk Flickr – Collections > Insects > Hymenoptera for 
photos of bees to aid identification.

North Cornwall B-Lines: Creating Pathways for Pollinators

Useful Resources

https://ukpoms.org.uk/
https://irecord.org.uk/
https://www.bumblebeeconservation.org/product/bumblebee-id-poster/
https://www.field-studies-council.org/shop/publications/bees-identification-guide/
https://www.bwars.com/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/63075200@N07/collections/72157631518508520/
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Glossary

Bee Anatomy
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• False wing margin - a vein running parallel to the 
edge (margin) of the wing, found in flies. 

• Marginal cell - a wing cell located on the edge 
(margin) of the forewing, elongated in Honeybees.

Antennae

Head

Thorax

Abdomen

Pollen Baskets
(on hind tibia)

or
Pollen Brush

(under abdomen)

Tail

Hind Leg

Hind Tibia
(mid-section)

Legs

Wings

Eyes

Terminology:
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Bee, Hoverfly or Wasp?

• Small oval eyes on 
side of the head.

• Long antennae.

• Females may have 
pollen baskets on 
hind legs. 

• Two pairs of wings 
(although these are 
hooked so it can be 
difficult to see in 
the field), held flat. 

• Often hairy.

• Large round eyes 
covering the head.

• Very short antennae.

• No pollen baskets.

• One pair of wings 
with a false wing 
margin. 

• Fast, hovering flight.

• Less hairy.

• Small oval eyes 
on side of head. 

• Long antennae.

• No pollen 
baskets.

• Two pairs of 
wings  (hooked 
together), often 
rolled up at rest.

• Less hairy, often 
with contrasting 
colours.

Bee: Hoverfly: Wasp: 

Look for:
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Is it a Honeybee?

• There is only one species of Honeybee in the UK. They are 
widely domesticated and live in hives of up to 50,000 bees 
with a queen, her workers (daughters) and drones (sons).

• Honeybees are the only bees to have a barbed stinger which 
causes the bee’s death. 

Antennae may be bent

Eyes are hairy

Long, narrow 
marginal cell

Abdomen colouration varies 
from dark to bright orange

Hind tibia very broad 
and flattened

Pollen moistened 
and collected in 

baskets on hind legs

Family: Apidae, Apis mellifera



Bumblebees

• Very hairy
• Rounded body
• Antennae often bent
• Simple contrasting colour bands
• Queens are very large, but workers 

can be small

Did you know? There are 24 species 
of bumblebee in the UK.

• Most bumblebees are social species which nest 
in colonies of 50 to 400 individuals with a queen 
and her workers. 

• They usually nest in old rodent burrows 
underground or in dense surface vegetation. 
Few species are likely to use nest boxes.

• There are also cuckoo bumblebees which don't 
make their own nests. Cuckoo females emerge a 
few weeks after social queens, search for a host 
nest, and once found they will subdue or kill the 
host queen and use the queen's nest and 
workers to raise the cuckoo's own offspring.

ID Features
Tail - Does the bee have a red or white tail, or is it ginger in colour? 
Bands - Look closely at the position and number of bands. 
Cuckoos - As they don't collect their own pollen, their hind tibia are 
densely hairy compared to the shiny pollen basket of social species.
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Look for:

Family: Apidae, Bombus sp.
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Common Bumblebees

Buff-tailed Bumblebee
(Bombus terrestris) 

White-tailed Bumblebee
(Bombus lucorum) 

Tree Bumblebee
(Bombus hypnorum) 

Common Carder Bee
(Bombus pascuorum) 

Garden Bumblebee
(Bombus hortorum) 

Heath Bumblebee
(Bombus jonellus) 

Red-tailed Bumblebee
(Bombus lapidarius) 

Early Bumblebee
(Bombus pratorum) 

Can you spot these queen bumblebees? 
 (worker and male markings may vary)
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Brown-banded Carder Bee 

Rarest of UK's 3 ginger 
bumblebees, fly May 

to late-September.

Chestnut hairs on thorax 
typically extend to head

Black hairs 
scattered around 
the base of wings

No black hairs on abdomen Brown band on abdomen

Similar Species

Common Carder Bee (Bombus pascuorum) 
Black hairs on abdomen.

Moss Carder Bee (Bombus muscorum) 
No black hairs around wing bases. Chestnut hairs 
on thorax only, paler hairs behind head. If band is 
present, it is paler.

Key Project Species:

Family: Apidae, 
Bombus humilis
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Solitary Bees

• Hairy (but not as fuzzy as 
bumblebees) 

• Body is often elongated in shape
• Antennae often held straight
• Colours often less contrasting than 

bumblebees

Did you know? There are over 250 
species of solitary bee in the UK.

• Unlike our social Honeybee and 
bumblebees, a female solitary 
bee will build and provision her 
nest without any help from her 
offspring or a male. 

• Different solitary bees nest in 
different places and use different 
nesting materials. They tend to be 
either ground nesting or nest 
aerially in cavities such as hollow 
plant stems or holes in dead wood. 
Most prefer sunny, sheltered spots. 

• There are also cuckoo solitary bees 
which don't make their own nests. 
Much like the bird, the Cuckoo, they 
will lay their eggs in the nests of 
others species.

There are many different 
types of solitary bees, 
including these... 
• flower Bees
• nomad Bees
• mining Bees
• pantaloon Bees
• mason Bees 
• leafcutter Bees
• wool carders

and others... 

Find species from these 
families in this guide.

Biodiversity of Bees

Look for:



UK's largest flower 
bee, flying late-

February to June.

Hairy-footed Flower Bee

Family: Apidae, 
Anthophora plumipes

Females are 
black

Orange hind legs

Easily confused 
with a bumblebee 

but they have a 
faster, darting 

flight.

Males are gingery 
brown

Feathery feet

Males have a pale 
yellow face

11
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Mining Bees Family: Andrenidae, Andrena sp.
67 Andrena species in the British Isles. 

• Largest bee genus 
• Lots of variation – in size, amount of 

hair, colouration, banding etc.
• Distinguishing feature - strips of 

velvety pile along inner eye. 
• Dig nests in the ground or vertical soil. 

Some species also use old walls or 
even the roots of wind blown trees. 

• Nest solitary or in aggregations.

Ashy Mining Bee Tawny Mining Bee
Andrena cineraria Andrena fulva

Striking colouration with 
black and ashy-grey 
hairs, flying late-March 
to June.

Distinct tawny orange 
hairs all over with black 
head and legs, flying 
late-March to June.

Have you seen these common, easily-
identifiable mining bees?
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Large Scabious Mining Bee

Family: Andrenidae, 
Andrena hattorfiana

UK's largest mining bee 
(Honeybee-sized), 
flying late-June to 

mid-August.
Not very 

hairy

Females may have 
bright pink pollen 

on hind legs
Dark-coloured wings

Orange tip 
to tail

Males are slimmer 
and more gingery

Males have a yellow 
or white face

Key Project Species:
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Pantaloon Bee Flying mid-June to late-
August often visiting 
yellow weed flowers.

Large bee (about 
Honeybee size) Golden brown 

banded abdomen

Males have hairy legs but 
do not have the 

characteristic ‘pantaloons'

Females have oversized, 
bright yellow pollen 

baskets on their hind legs

Family: Melittidae, 
Dasypoda hirtipes
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Mason Bees Family: Megachilidae, Osmia sp.
12 Osmia species in the British Isles. 

• Medium to large bees often with 
colourful body hairs or metallic tint.

• Large, boxy head with powerful jaws. 
• Pollen brush under abdomen. 
• Nest in pre-existing cavities in wood, 

hollow stems, walls, cliff faces, even 
empty snail shells and plant galls.

• Use mud, leaf mastic, petals and pith 
to create nest partitions in cavity.

Red Mason Bee Gold-fringed Mason Bee
Osmia bicornis Osmia aurulenta

A common bee which nests 
in bee hotels March to July. 

Orange haired abdomen 
with brown thorax. Males 
have white face, females 
have a black, boxy head. 

A rare bee which builds its 
nests in empty snail shells. 

Very bright ginger hairs on 
abdomen and thorax with 
a large, boxy head. Flying 
April to July. 

Have you seen…? 
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Nomad Bees

Gooden's Nomad Bee

Family: Apidae, Nomada sp.
34 species in the British Isles 

Mostly hairless bees with wasp-like 
markings. All species are cleptoparasites, 
mostly on mining bees. Females enter 
the host's nest and lays an egg in the 
wall of the unsealed nest. The Nomada 
larva then destroys the host's egg or 
larva with its large mandibles and eats 
the food store provisioned by the host.

Look for: 
Orange antennae and legs 

Pair of yellow spots at base of thorax 
Complete yellow bands (sometimes 
the first band below thorax is split)

• A large, black and 
yellow nomad Bee.

• A more common 
nomad species, flying 
April to June. 

• Lays their eggs in the 
nests of Buffish 
Mining Bees, Grey-
patched Mining Bees 
and Cliff Mining Bees.

Nomada goodeniana

Have you seen this striking black and 
yellow nomad bee? 
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Leafcutter Bees Family: Megachilidae, Megachile sp.
 7 species in the British Isles
 
• Leafcutter and mud bees are 

medium-sized bees. 
• Pollen brush under abdomen. 
• Large mandibles to cut sections of 

leaves, and sometimes petals, to 
construct their nest chambers.

• Mostly aerial nesters – use existing 
cavities in deadwood, walls, plant 
stems etc.

Silvery Leafcutter Bee

Megachile leachella

• UK's smallest and most 
distinctive leafcutter. 

• Flies from late-May to 
early-September. 

• Ground nesting in 
sandy habitats using 
sections cut from 
leaves and Birds-foot 
Trefoil petals.

Female: Silvery pollen brush and two 
white patches of hair on the tip of tail.

Male: Silvery or gingery hairs, yellow 
hairs on face and bright green eyes.

Have you seen…? 

Males often have hairy 
front legs to cover females 

eyes during mating.
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Wool Carder Bee

Family: Megachilidae, 
Anthidium manicatum

Often found in 
gardens, flying late-
May to late-August .

Distinctive bees 
with yellow spots 

on abdomen

Females collect or 'card' 
fibres from plants, such 

as Lambs Ear, to line 
their nest

Males have spines 
at the tip of 

abdomen to fight
Males are actually larger 

than females in this species 
and defend patches of 

flowers to attract a mate



We would like to thank our funders for making this project possible:

 Designed by Scarlett Weston and Laura Larkin 
for North Cornwall B-Lines: Creating Pathways for Pollinators. 

For more information, and to find out about our other projects, visit: 
www.buglife.org.uk

"Saving the small things that run the planet"

Buglife - The Invertebrate Conservation Trust is a company limited by guarantee, registered in England 
at Allia Future Business Centre, London Road, Peterborough PE2 8AN Registered charity no. 1092293, 

Scottish charity no. SC040004, Company no. 4132695 | www.buglife.org.uk | @buzz_dont_tweet |
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