buglife

South West Bees Survey Report:

Nomada sexfasciata and Eucera longicornis at
Prawle Point, South Devon

2020

January 2021

Andrew Whitehouse

Saving the small things that run the planet



Introduction

The Six-banded nomad bee (Nomada sexfasciata) is a rare bee which is under threat of
extinction in the UK. Annual monitoring of this bee is undertaken by Buglife and local
entomologists in order to advise the development of species recovery work — this has
continued in 2020.

Our target species Eucera longicornis (left) and Nomada sexfasc:ata (rlght) Bothi |mages © Steven -
Falk.

Background

Nomada sexfasciata was classified as a nationally rare (RDB1) species by Falk (1991). At the
time of writing, a new status review of GB Hymenoptera is imminent, however in its
absence our assessment is that the species’ rarity has not changed since 1991. Based on the
IUCN Red List assessment criteria N. sexfasciata qualifies as Critically Endangered — on
account of the decrease in its range in recent years and its restricted distribution. As a
result, this species is at high risk of extinction in the UK.

Historical records suggest that N. sexfasciata was formerly found across the south of
England, however it has for many years only been recorded along a short stretch of the
South Devon coast to the immediate east of Prawle Point.

N. sexfasciata is a cleptoparasite of the nationally scarce Long-horned bee Eucera
longicornis 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. Both species have been highlighted as being priorities for
conservation in the South West (Horsley et al, 2013). Despite E. longicornis being recorded
in various locations in southern England and Wales, N. sexfasciata is confined to a single site
near Prawle Point.



https://cdn.buglife.org.uk/2019/07/South-west-bees-project-final_1.pdf

Prawle Point and Start Point SSSI, 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).

Previous Buglife surveys

Some ad hoc survey and monitoring of these two species at Prawle Point has been
undertaken in the past including surveys by Buglife in 2014 (Dimond et al 2014). However
in 2017 Buglife started a programme of annual monitoring as part of the South West Bees
Project (Mitson 2017 & 2019).

Surveys in 2020
In 2020 Buglife undertook surveys of the coast around Prawle Point during June and July -
the flight season of both E. longicornis and N. sexfasciata.

The main aims of the 2020 surveys were to:
e To provide up to date information on the status and distribution of both E.
longicornis and N. sexfasciata at Prawle Point;
e To assess the quality of cliff top habitats at Prawle Point, and to identify
opportunities for habitat enhancement.

Due to Covid-19 restrictions, care was taken to maintain social distancing and take other
precautions.

Surveys were undertaken during optimal weather conditions: warm sunny days with low
wind is the best for bee surveying. Due to the weather, and other limitations, four visits
were made by Buglife during the flight period (late May — July), additional records have
been provided by John Walters, Philip Strange and Catherine Mitson (table 1).

Surveys were undertaken by walking along the coast path and the base of the cliff slope,
and searching for foraging or nesting bees. Patches of suitable wildflowers were targetted,
as were sections of appropriate geology of the cliffs. A butterfly net was used to catch
specimens in order to identify them in the field.

Survey results

This year we have recorded a reasonable number of E. longicornis, however for a second
year running only a single N. sexfasciata was seen. The single female N. sexfasciata was
recorded at what is thought to be a significant E. longicornis nesting site at Sharpers Cove
(5X785358).
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https://cdn.buglife.org.uk/2019/07/The-South-West-Bees-Project-Survey-report-2014.pdf
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The warm spring weather in 2020 appeared to promote a lot of activity from E. longicornis
males in early June, and by the time the emergence of females peaked the males looked
rather worn and appeared to be in lower numbers. It is unknown whether this will have an

impact on breeding success.

Table 1. Survey results from 2020

Grid Recorder
Species Males Females Ref Location Date * Verifier
SX 785
Eucera longicornis 2 358 15/05/20 | JW Jw
SX 785
Eucera longicornis 25+ 358 26/05/20 | JW Jw
between
Prawle Point
and
Maelcombe
Eucera longicornis 10 House 28/05/20 | JW Jw
SX 752 Gara Rock
Eucera longicornis 5+ 370 Hotel garden 28/05/20 | JW JW
SX 754
Eucera longicornis | several several 368 28/05/20 | JW Jw
SX 775
Eucera longicornis 1 354 01/06/20 | AW & AD | AW
SX 777
Eucera longicornis 4 354 01/06/20 | AW & AD | AW
SX 781
Eucera longicornis 3 354 01/06/20 | AW & AD | AW
SX 782
Eucera longicornis 8 353 01/06/20 | AW & AD | AW
SX 783
Eucera longicornis 2 354 01/06/20 | AW & AD | AW
SX 784
Eucera longicornis 3 354 01/06/20 | AW & AD | AW
SX 785
Eucera longicornis 2 356 01/06/20 | AW & AD | AW
SX 786
Eucera longicornis 5 358 01/06/20 | AW & AD | AW
between
Prawle Point
and
Maelcombe
Eucera longicornis 10+ House 02/06/20 | JW Jw
SX 777
Eucera longicornis 10 354 04/06/20 | PS PS
SX 778
Eucera longicornis 6 354 10/06/20 | AW AW
SX 779
Eucera longicornis 4 354 10/06/20 | AW AW
SX 781
Eucera longicornis 2 354 10/06/20 | AW AW




SX 783

Eucera longicornis 1 354 10/06/20 | AW AW
SX 785

Eucera longicornis 6 6 | 360 20/06/20 | PS PS
SX 785

Eucera longicornis 1 360 20/06/20 | PS PS
SX 769

Eucera longicornis 1] 355 23/06/20 | AW AW
SX 778

Eucera longicornis 2 1| 354 23/06/20 | AW AW
SX 784

Eucera longicornis 3 1| 354 23/06/20 | AW AW
SX 784

Eucera longicornis 3 354 23/06/20 | AW AW
SX 784

Eucera longicornis 1 354 23/06/20 | AW AW
SX 786

Eucera longicornis 7 | 356 23/06/20 | AW AW
SX 786

Eucera longicornis 4 | 357 23/06/20 | AW AW
SX 786

Eucera longicornis 1| 358 23/06/20 | AW AW
SX 786

Eucera longicornis 2 | 357 25/06/20 | AW AW
SX 786

Eucera longicornis 4 358 25/06/20 | AW AW

Nomada SX 785

sexfasciata 1| 358 11/07/20 | JW Jw
SX 785

Eucera longicornis 1| 15+ 358 11/07/20 | JW JwW
SX 785

Eucera longicornis 1| 360 12/07/20 | CM CM

* Recorder names: AW Andrew Whitehouse; AD Adam Davison; JW John Walters; PS Philip Strange; CM
Catherine Mitson

Habitat assessment

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 pasture. There is plenty of nesting habitat along the cliff
face, but the lack of suitable cliff top habitat means that forage is limited. This also reduces
connectivity between suitable nesting sites and is likely to be limiting the dispersal of bees.

The quality of cliff top habitat was identified as an issue impacting on the invertebrate
interest of the site during site visits undertaken by English Nature in 1993 (Stubbs, 1994),
and by Buglife in 2006 (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 (Vicia sativa), Kidney vetch
(Anthyllis vulneraria), Narrow-leaved everlasting pea (Lathyrus sylvestris) and Meadow
vetchling (Lathyrus pratensis) (Saunders, 2018). Significant numbers of E. longicornis have
also been observed on Bird’s foot trefoil (Lotus corniculatus) at Prawle Point over the years.

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 that there are 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 SSSl 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.

In order to restore populations of E. longicornis and prevent the extinction of N. sexfasciata,
wildflower-rich cliff top grassland must be restored in the vicinity of the main nesting sites,
ensuring an abundance of the key forage plants. Longer term, cliff top grassland should be
expanded inland and on the coast, along the South Devon B-line to enable E. longicornis to
expand its ditribution along the coast and inland. This will benefit a wide range of aculeate
Hymenoptera and other insects.

Our recommendations for management interventions are grouped into short term (urgent),
and long-term recommendations.

Short term (urgent) management

Cliff top grassland: the richness and abundance of wildflowers on the cliff top grassland is
vulnerable to annual variations in the intensity and timing of grazing. It is essential that
grasslands are able to flower during the flight period of E. longicornis and N.sexfascata. 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.
1). This will allow plants to flower and set seed. Ideally, the grasslands should be grazed by
cattle or sheep in the autumn and winter; some very light grazing in the early spring and late
summer may also be appropriate. Cattle grazing is preferred as it will provide more


https://www.buglife.org.uk/our-work/b-lines/

diversity in sward height than sheep or horses. Fertilizers or herbicides should not be used
on the grassland areas.

East Prawle
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Figure 1. Current areas of cliff top grassland which would benefit from changes in grazing
timing and intensity in order to promote wildflowers.

Arable field margins: reinstate and widen arable field margins. Ensure no herbicide or
pesticide drift onto field margins or beyond. Key areas for extra wide field margins (10
metres) 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. Use locally collected seed.

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. Resurfacing of paths should be avoided as the paths provide
additional nesting and basking areas for invertebrates associated with bare ground.

Long term management

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 the distinctive males of 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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Useful Links
Prawle Point to Start Point SSSI citation
https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/PDFsForWeb/Citation/1002757.pdf

Buglife South West Bees project: https://www.buglife.org.uk/projects/south-west-bees-project/

Long-horned bee (Eucera longicornis). Species Management Sheet. Buglife- The Invertebrate
Conservation Trust, Peterborough.

Bees, Wasps & Ants Recording Society http://www.bwars.com/ - species accounts

B-Lines map
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