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With previous records scattered across southern England, the nationally rare (RDB1) Six-
banded nomad bee (Nomada sexfasciata) (Falk, 1991) is now confined to a short stretch of
soft cliffs east of Prawle Point on the South Devon coast. N. sexfasciata is a cleptoparasite
of the nationally scarce Long-horned bee Eucera longicornis (Falk, 1991) and is dependent
on strong populations of its host. E. longicornis is a species in decline and a conservation
priority in its own right, it is a Priority Species for conservation action in England and Wales.
Despite E. longicornis being recorded in various locations in southern England and Wales, N.
sexfasciata is restricted to one known site near Prawle Point.

The stretch of coastline between Prawle Point and Start Point, where these two species are
recorded is a nationally important site for aculeate hymenoptera (Whitehouse, 2007; Stubbs
1994). This is reflected in the SSSI citation:

“The ‘head’ cliffs support good populations of many species of mining bees and digger wasps
which burrow into the cliff face, and there are other bees and flies which are parasitic upon
them. This site is nationally important for these creatures, with over 100 species of bees and
wasps having been recorded. Some of these are extremely rare, e.g. the Long-horned Bee
Eucera longicornis which is parasitised by the Cuckoo-Bee Nomada sexfasciata.” (Natural
England).

Both species have been highlighted as being priorities for conservation in the South West
(Horsley et al, 2013). We believe that if urgent action is not undertaken, N. sexfasciata will
soon be nationally extinct.

In 2019 Buglife undertook surveys of the coast around Prawle Point during the flight season
of both E. longicornis and N. sexfasciata (between early June and late July). This work

builds on previous surveys which were reported in a previous Buglife report (Mitson, 2017).

The main aims of the 2019 surveys were as follows:



e Toimprove our records of both E. longicornis and N. sexfasciata at Prawle Point

e To widen the survey area further east and west along the coastline in order to better
establish the distribution of both species.

e To assess the quality of the current habitat at Prawle Point and to identify
opportunities for habitat enhancement.

This update includes all the records obtained of both species and observation of the current
state of the habitat for 2019, as well as suggestions for the future. There is information for
previous work in 2017 and 2018 in past reports which are available from Buglife.

Survey methodology

In total, five visits to Prawle Point were made during the flight season of E. longicornis and
N. sexfasciata (late May to late July). Surveys were undertaken during optimal weather
conditions: warm sunny days with little wind is the best for bee surveying. Surveys were
performed by walking along areas of the coastline and observing suitable wildflowers to
search for foraging E. longicornis and N. sexfasciata, a sweep net was used to catch
specimens in order to identify them in the field. Nesting aggregations of E. longicornis were
carefully observed to look for Nomada species. Additional records from entomologists John
Walters, Steven Falk and Philip Strange have been added to table 1.

Survey results

This year has been positive in the terms of the numbers of E. longicornis with more records
being more obtained along a wider stretch of the coast than in previous years. One notable
observation that further along the coastline towards Gara Rock (SX769356) that there
seemed to be another hotspot area and suitable looking nest sites which would suggest the
presence of another nesting aggregation.

However, N. sexfasciata was only recorded once this year. Considering the number of hours
spent searching for N. sexfasciata in favourable conditions, this is extremely worrying.
Interestingly, N. sexfasciata was recorded in a different location this year, as in previous
years it was only recorded at the main nest site (SX785357).

Figure 1 displays the records for 2019 and shows a considerably higher number of sightings
towards the start of the season. The amount of area surveyed on each day did vary and so
this difference in survey effort is likely to influence the number of sightings, but it is useful
to have a visual representation of the records collected. More E. longicornis males were
recorded towards the start of the season, and more females recorded towards the end of
the season.



Table 1. Eucera longicornis sightings recorded during 2019 ([P.P] Prawle Point)

Location Grid Date Observation Observer
Reference
[P.P] Main nest site SX785357 | 27/05/2019 | 20 plus males seen by the John Walters
main nesting site and Steven Falk
[P.P] Footpath from village just | SX782360 | 05/06/2019 | One male just before the Catherine
after bridle path signpost. bend in the footpath, and Mitson
two more males seen after
right bend in the path.
[P.P] After Maelcombe house SX792364 One male seen flying
through gate (National Trust) amongst vegetation 11:30am
[P.P] Along the same footpath SX794365 Another male spotted shortly
as above after second National after the above sighting
Trust gate
[P.P] After where the footpath | SX786360 One male 12:13pm.
joins the coast from the village
footpath from first two records
but now to the right from
Maelcombe house
[P.P] In the same field as above | SX785359 One male feeding on
record just before gate flowering bramble.
[P.P] On footpath directly SX785358 One male 12:26pm.
above the ‘main nest site’
[P.P] Main nest site SX785357 Recorder stayed here
between 12:30-14:00. Many
males and females were
seen. Females were entering
and leaving nests and many
more males were seen
scouting the nest entrances.
Between 10-15 males and 5-
10 females were observed.
[P.P] Along coastal footpath SX784356 One male. Large patch of
leading heading towards NT car mixed wildflowers.
park. On left of path is a
deeper patch of vegetation.
[P.P] Along the same path as SX783355 One male
above through the gate into
the managed arable land.
[P.P] Along the footpath from SX782354 One male 14:04 feeding on
above record Narrow-leaved everlasting
pea (NLEP).
[P.P] Along path, still in the SX782354 One male.
managed field regions.
[P.P] Same footpath/field but SX781354 One male 14:12 feeding on
where the vegetation grows Bird’s foot trefoil (BFT).
taller, lots of BFT
[P.P] Through the kissing gate SX775353 One male

close to the NT car park.




[P.P] Now walking along the SX785357 One male flying along the

beach rather than coastal path. cliff face in same manner as

Not long before the main nest previous males scouting nest

site but around a corner. entrances at main nest site
15:05.

[P.P] Through gate where a SX785359 Two males, one seen feeding

previous record from the on flowering bramble.

morning was seen

[P.P] Footpath leading up to SX785360 One male 15:20pm.

the village, just after signpost.

[P.P] Along the cliff edge west | SX785358 | 05/06/2019 | Five males on Tufted vetch. John Walters

from main nest site

[P.P] Field close to NT car park | SX775352 | 06/06/2019 | Four males seen, feeding on Andrew

where Meloe mediterraneus patches of BFT close to edge | Whitehouse

was found opposite coastguard and further inland. and Catherine

cottages. Mitson

[P.P] Just before gate from the | SX775353 BFT patch, three males seen.

National Trust car park

[P.P] Adjacent to field where SX776354 Two males on Bloody

livestock are kept currently cranesbill.

(after gate)

[P.P] In same location as above | SX777354 Two males in hedge.

(further along footpath)

[P.P] Further along path with SX778354 Two males seen and a AW, CM and

low walled section passerby recorded 3 other two members
males. of the public

[P.P] Before Langerstone point | SX781354 At least five males seenona | AW and CM
BFT patch.

[P.P] Langerstone Point Two males

[P.P] Around the corner from SX782354 Three males on BFT.

above

[P.P] Further along the SX782354 Four males on BFT.

footpath around the point

[P.P] Through gate along SX783355 Five males (on Narrow-

footpath from above (heading leaved everlasting pea

towards nest site away from patch).

NT car park)

[P.P] Further along from above. | SX784356 BFT patch, four males

[P.P] Along from above just SX785357 Five males on BFT.

before the main nest site.

[P.P] Where footpath narrows. | SX785357 One male

[P.P] Opposite from nest site SX785358 Three males on BFT (and

entrance on footpath.

Green Hairstreak).




[P.P] Main nest site SX785357 Stayed for around half an
hour 12:30pm — 13:00pm.
Multiple males seen scouting
the nesting holes. Andrew
reported seeing males
further along the bottom
away from the nest site. At
least two females were seen
using the nest site.

[P.P] Now walking on the SX785358 Five males seen at different

beach towards Maelcombe points along this stretch of

House away from nest site. suitable looking cliff habitat.
Two of these males were on
BFT and three males
patrolling the cliff.

[P.P] Outside of sheep fence at | SX790362 One male feeding on clover.

Maelcombe House.

[P.P] After arable field away SX785359 Two males on bigger NLEP

from Maelcombe House. plant.

[P.P] At narrowed part of the SX785357 One male

footpath near main nest site.

[P.P] After above in the same SX784356 Four males on BFT patch.

field where it seems to have

been ‘left’

[P.P] More inland off of the SX783356 Five males on BFT patch.

footpath before gate in same

field as above.

[P.P] Just before the gate in SX783355 One male on NLEP.

same field as above.

[P.P] Where fields have been SX782354 Evidence of spraying but

sprayed patch of BFT that got missed
two males were seen.

[P.P] Dropped down to beach. | SX781353 Two males seen as we got
dropped down to beach and
a further two slightly further
along the beach towards the
car park, one on BFT.

[P.P] Near the National Trust SX774354 | 21/06/2019 | Two males, one on BFT and Philip Strange

car park on white clover.

[P.P] Meadow area before the | SX784356 Males seen on BFT and

nest site tufted vetch.

[P.P] Main nest site SX785357 Female E. longicornis seen
returning to main nest site.

Along coastal path heading SX769355 | 25/06/2019 | Two males 12:10pm on Catherine

west from P.P past the P.P Bloody cranesbill (BCB). Mitson

coastguard cottages

Sheltered cove alongside the SX769356 Approx. nine males seen.

coastal footpath

Lots of BFT here. This area is




a sheltered cove and drops
down to an area that looks to
be a suitable nest site. |
didn’t see any individuals use
the nest holes but there was
a definite increase in the
number of males | found
around this site and the
conditions seem to match
the other main nest site at

SX785357.
In the same area as the above SX769357 Four males.
potential nest site but back
along the coastal path just
after the gate.
Further along coastal footpath | SX767357 Two males.
Along same path at a patch of | SX766357 There was a big patch of BCB
BCB. and three males were seen.
Continuing along path still SX766568 One male seen on bramble
within the cove and another on BFT
Further along the coastal path | SX765358 One male on bramble.
still heading west from P.P
Small headland with BFT patch | SX762361 Two males on BFT
[P.P] Near Maelcombe House SX792363 | 03/07/2019 | One male on Narrow leaved Catherine
everlasting pea (NLEP) Mitson
[P.P] Main nest site SX785357 Many males
[P.P] Along the beach west SX785357 Females seen nesting here.
from the main nest site
(around the corner)
Footpath between Gara Rock SX754368 | 03/07/2019 | Approx. 20 females nesting in | John Walters
and Prawle Point, close to Gara bank along coastal foot path
Rock by Gara Rock.
[P.P] Cliff edge west from main | SX785358 Several males on tufted
nest site vedge along the cliff edge
west from main nest site.
[P.P] On side of footpath SX785360 09/07/2019 | Three females and one male | Catherine
seen feeding on NLEP. Mitson
Slightly further round along
the field there was a further
three females and one other
male.
SX785359 One female and one male of

[P.P] Further along footpath

vetch




[P.P] Main nest site

SX785357 | 23/07/2019 | Majority of the day was Catherine
spent at the main nest Mitson and
between 12:30 and 16:00. Beth Searle
Many females were seen
throughout the time here
suing the nest site.

[P.P] On footpath leading away | SX785361 Two females seen on NLEP.
from East Prawle village
Table 2. Nomada sexfasciata sightings recorded during 2019 ([P.P] Prawle Point)
Location Grid Date Observation Observer
reference

[P.P] On lower beach below SX777354 | 6/6/2019 | Male Nomada sexfasciata Andrew

footpath. recorded. Identification Whitehouse and
verified by Steven Falk. Catherine
Caught flying above kidney Mitson

vetch patch on cliff slope.

Number of male and female E. longicornis recorded in 2019
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Fig. 1 During the flight season of E. longicornis the numbers of both male and female E.
longicornis were recorded. Each point is the date of survey.



The single male Nomada sexfasciata recorded in 2019 © Andrew Whitehouse

Observations of habitat quality

The major pressure on E. longicornis populations (and consequently, on N. sexfasciata)
along this stretch of the coastline is the insensitive management of the cliff top habitat.
Quite simply, whilst there is some wildflower-rich cliff top grassland at the site, it is
insufficient. The main land uses are arable and grazed pasture. There is plenty of nesting
habitat along the cliff face but the lack of suitable cliff top habitat means that forage is
limited, and there is also a lack of connectivity between suitable nesting sites. This was
identified as an issue impacting on the invertebrate interest of the site during site visits
undertaken by Buglife over 10 years ago (Whitehouse, 2007), however since that time the
situation has not improved, in some areas is has got worse.

The presence of suitable forage in the vicinity of nest sites and potential nest sites is key,
particularly for female bees provisioning nests with nectar and pollen. E. longicornis has
been observed foraging up to 700m from nesting sites (Saunders, 2018). Plants of particular
importance for sustaining E. longicornis include Common vetch, Kidney vetch, Narrow-
leaved everlasting pea and Meadow vetchling (Saunders, 2018).



Below are some specific habitat observations from the surveys from this year.
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Fig. 2 Evidence of spraying leaving scorched plants along the coastal path.

This year brought to light both positive and negative aspects of the habitat quality for E.
longicornis and N. sexfasciata around Prawle Point. To start with the negatives, the arable
field margins present in previous years appear to have gone, with cultivation now close up
to field boundaries and the coastal path. There was also evidence of herbicide spraying
(Sx782353) and it had clearly gone past the fence boundary to leave some potential forage
flowers looking scorched along the coastal footpath. Patches that escaped the herbicide had
Bird’s foot-trefoil growing and E. longicornis was spotted feeding on these patches, so it was
sad to see that some valuable spots in that area had been sprayed and affected the
wildflowers.

To the east of Prawle Point the coastal path runs along the front of Maelcombe house. Last
year we were able to plant some Narrow-leaved everlasting-pea, an important food source
for E. longicornis, on the lower border of one of the fields of Maelcombe house. This year,
we found that sheep had been put into this field and consequently all the plants were gone.
Their adjoining fields had looked promising towards the start of the season and looked like
it had been left alone, allowing useful plants such as clovers to grow. Unfortunately, this
was mown by the end of the season. As a side note, we did manage to contact the
landowners of Maelcombe house this year and they still seem eager to help. We hope that
we may be able to replant, and advice on management is effectively communicated and
understood.



The amount of grazing observed along this stretch of coastline hasn’t significantly changed
from previous years but the areas where livestock are kept for grazing do cover a large
expanse of the coastline. This management reduces the amount of available forage for bees
nesting in the cliff face. More sensitive timing of grazing of these sections of cliff top
grassland would allow wildflowers to flower and this additional foraging resource could
make a big difference to both of our target species.

Fig. 3 Grazing during the flight period for both bee species reduces the
amount of useful forage

One notable observation of this year refers to the cereal fields. Cirl bunting management
has been extremely successful in this area and the cereal fields provide an important source
of winter food for these birds. Unfortunately, cultivation runs to the very edge of the coastal
footpath with no field margins. This means that the only opportunity for the growth of
plants that are nectar sources for both E. longicornis and N. sexfasciata is confined to a
narrow strip right along the cliff edge. It is also worth mentioning that there is a
considerable amount of bracken growing along the cliff edge with Narrow-leaved
everlasting-pea only able to grow through at a few certain points.

Fig. 4 The field edges creep very close to the footpath, leaving only a small strip along
the cliff edge for wildflower growth.



Despite the evidence of spraying and areas of very limited forage sources for E. longicornis
and N. sexfasciata, there are areas along the coast that looked promising. Towards the west
of Prawle Point, there is a National Trust footpath that runs until Biddlehead Point. About
halfway along this route is Gara Rock, which is where E. longicornis was recorded last year.
Between Prawle Point and Gara Rock the footpath had plentiful wildflower growth, with
Bird’s foot-trefoil and Bloody Cranesbill growing in vast amounts in different patches along
the path. There was one particular spot that had a dense stretch of Bloody Cranesbill
growing and | recorded many E. longicornis here. In the curve of the cove here (indicated on
the map) there was not only plentiful food sources for both E. longicornis and N.
sexfasciata, but also a very similar looking nest site to the main nest site referred to from
the past two years of study. There were similar sized nest entrances as seen in the ‘main
nest site’, it was extremely sheltered, and | recorded many male E. longicornis in that
immediate area. Because of this, this should be an area of interest for future surveys in
order to establish if there are any females nesting here.

Fig. 5 Another potential nesting site found west of Prawle Point where there was
plentiful Bloody Cranesbill growing along the coastal footpath.

The area above the main nest site (SX785357) was full of a variety of important food sources
for E. longicornis and N. sexfasciata, including: Bird’s foot trefoil, common and tufted vetch,
and clovers. It would be logical to assume that having a high-quality area near this nest site
has helped enhance the nest site itself, making it very valuable site for both E. longicornis
and its cuckoo. There is a similar wildflower-rich grassland that is directly in front of the
coastguard cottages which was also full of flowers including many patches of Bird’s foot
trefoil and many E. longicornis was recorded here.



Fig. 6 (above) and Fig. 7 (below). Where cliff top grassland was not grazed
during the survey period there were plentiful wildflowers, and these were being
utilised by E. longicornis and many other pollinating insects.
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Fig. 8 A heat map showing all the records collected for 2019 for E. longicornis. Areas with
higher numbers of records are shown by the red areas, with the area of the highest
number recorded shown by the yellow (this is the main nest site). N. sexfasciata record
is indicated by the green diamond symbol.

Conclusions and recommendations

Whilst there are still reasonable numbers of Eucera longicornis at Prawle Point, the
population may not be large enough to support Nomada sexfasciata. The fact that we were
only able to find a single individual during this year’s surveys is great cause for concern. We
hope that we are not witnessing the national extinction of this species.

The limiting factors on the health of the E. longicornis population are suitable nesting sites,
and suitable forage. Clearly the soft cliffs at Prawle Point provide plentiful nesting areas,
and this does not change year on year. It is clear that due to the management of the cliff
top there continues to provide insufficient wildflower resources for foraging bees,
particularly in the cliff top areas immediately adjacent to nesting or potential nesting sites.
It is our opinion that the SSSI is currently not in favourable condition for the conservation of
the aculeate fauna, and unless urgent action is taken, N. sexfasciata may become extinct
here.



Our recommendations for management interventions are grouped into short term and long-
term recommendations.

Short term

Grazing: the richness and abundance of wildflowers on the cliff top grassland is vulnerable
to annual variations in the intensity and timing of grazing. We recommend that key sections
of cliff top grassland are not grazed or cut from May to mid August to provide sufficient
wildflower resources for the bees during their flight periods (fig. 9).
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Fig. 9 Above are some suggestions of areas that are currently grazed and revised grazing
timings would benefit these areas in terms of wildflower growth. Some of these areas
appeared to be left this year and was a valuable food source for E. longicornis and these
areas should be managed effectively in the future.

Arable field margins: re-instate and widen arable field margins. Ensure no herbicide or
pesticide drift onto field margins or beyond. Key areas for extra wide field margins are
those immediately adjacent to the cliff top coast path.

Planting additional flower resources: cultivate and plant Narrow-leaved everlasting-pea
(Lathyrus sylvestris) and other known food plants along the seaward edge of the gardens at
Maelcombe House (subject to the agreement of the owners of the property), and in East
Prawle village.



Path maintenance: some sections of the path are flanked with thick bracken. Manage
sections of the edges of the coastal footpath on rotation so that they are not completely
dominated by bracken, and wildflowers are able to re-establish. Total eradication of
bracken-dominated unmanaged areas is not desirable, however, as these areas tend to
harbour Narrow-leaved everlasting pea and Meadow vetchling, and provide shelter on
exposed parts of the coast.

Long term

Restore wildflower-rich cliff top habitat around Prawle Point and along the South Devon
coast, along routes identified on the South Devon B-Lines map. Prioritise land adjacent to
known E. longicornis nesting sites and work with landowners and land managers to identify
opportunities to connect up wildflower areas to restore a near-continuous cliff top buffer of
wildflower grassland.

Monitoring
The populations of both bee species must be monitored annually. Annual surveys for N.

sexfasciata are essential to monitor the health of the population and advise future
management.

Broadening surveys to all aculeate hymenoptera would generate useful data, we are not
aware of a full survey having been undertaken since those commissioned by English Nature
in 1993 (Stubbs, 1994).

The search area should also be expanded east and west to establish whether there are more
populations of E. longicornis along the South Devon coast. It would also be useful if local
residents could be encouraged to look out for distinctive male E. longicornis inland — for
example in and around East Prawle village.

The quality of cliff top habitat must also be monitored on an annual basis — in particular to
ensure that the timing and level of grazing is appropriate, and other management
recommendations are implemented.
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