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Cormac Farrell is an environmental scientist and beekeeper, best known as the Head Beekeeper for the Australian Parliament. He manages several apiaries throughout Canberra, including training apiaries, organic orchards and tall rooftop apiaries, creating unique food experiences that educate and inspire, pushing the boundaries of what cities can produce.

PRAISE FOR URBAN BEEKEEPING:

‘This is a thorough, informative and delightful book. Open to any page and you’ll find fascinating stories, intriguing bee-facts and beautiful pictures grounded in Cormac’s broad experience and deep knowledge.’

— Stuart Anderson, co-inventor of the Flow Hive

‘Beeautiful! Delightful and essential reading for the beginner and advanced bee lover alike … Reading Urban Beekeeping, you’ll get to know Leafcutter, Blue Banded, native stingless, and a swarm of other bees. And you’ll get to know the author, Cormac Farrell, whose enthusiasm, intelligence, thoughtfulness and warmth infuse every page. This is not just a book about bees. Woven through the buzz about our honey-making friends is an underlying message about our relationship with nature and our responsibility to shape a future we can share with all living things.’

— Tanya Ha, environmental advocate and science journalist
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This book would not be possible without all of the folks who have encouraged, mentored and even criticized me over the years. However, a special thanks goes to my partner, Lisa, for yelling at me to get the swarm off her favourite yellow dress all those years ago! She is the actual queen bee in my life — love you!
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Foreword

It was the spring of 2013, and I had a big problem — my bees had swarmed. Not just anywhere, but onto my partner’s favourite yellow dress. She called me to impress upon me (at high volume, and with salty language) how important it was that the bees were off her dress pronto! Normally this is great for a beekeeper — swarms are a chance to establish new colonies — but I had another rule: only one hive allowed at home.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but this was a pivotal point that would impact both my beekeeping and my career. The solution was to convince my boss to let me keep the bees on a balcony at our office in the city. I knew that people had been keeping bees in the middle of cities for almost as long as we have had cities. New York City has a world-famous group of beekeepers, as do many Australian cities. I successfully convinced my boss that it was not an entirely crazy idea to have office bees as pets, and shortly afterwards we had a thriving office hive in the centre of Canberra. The bee colonies were a point of interest for the office, and in a strange way put us on the map; we were a small outpost of the larger offices, but suddenly we had company-branded honey jars highly sought after as client gifts.

Along the way I became known as the ‘bee guy’ in the company, which opened doors and started conversations, helping my team to build networks. It also opened my eyes to how bees are more than just a means to get more fruit and some honey — they are a pathway to changing how we see city environments and urban landscapes.

Then came the really big jump: we had to move offices and the new place had no safe roof access for beekeeping, so we had to cast about for new digs for our homeless office beehives. The Australian National University beekeeping club was in a similar situation, with a new student accommodation building about to be dropped into their apiary site. They had some alternative sites, but they had a promising lead: our national parliament. A recent inquiry had highlighted the importance and vulnerability of bees globally. As luck would have it, the Department of Parliamentary Services was keen to try something outside the box for their sustainability strategy and, after several months of negotiations, we were moving beehives into the Parliament gardens in the dead of night, and I was suddenly the new head beekeeper for the Parliament of Australia. Thus the transformation from backyard beekeeper to the nation’s ‘bee guy’ was complete!

It is a strange thing keeping bees. In many ways they are alien to us, acting more like a distributed ‘hive mind’ than a collection of individuals. Honeybees send each other detailed coordinates for flowers, using interpretive dance. That would be strange enough, but this dance is done in the darkness of the hive, with the surrounding bees sensing the steps and direction of the dance by the vibrations it sends through the honeycomb. Native stingless bees are just as ingenious, leaving a scent trail as they fly to allow their sisters in the hive to home in on flowers they have found.

Bees have fascinated people for millennia. Whether it be due to a casual use of honey on toast, their role in agriculture or the religious and mystical inspiration bees create, people have always loved bees. When many people think of bees, they immediately think of the ubiquitous honeybee, Apis mellifera, which underpins much of our agriculture around the globe. However, the actual role of the over 20,000 species of bees worldwide is now becoming increasingly apparent, not to mention all the other pollinators we rely on.

The one thing that all bee species are dependent on is abundant flowers that are free of pesticides, and this drives the most important change in your mindset that you have to make to be a successful beekeeper. Bees are intrinsically connected to the landscape that surrounds them, and as a beekeeper you will see the world through a different set of eyes. What previously looked like empty space or waste ground now looks like an opportunity for a flower garden. For me, this meant that the trees (which I already loved) became even more valuable if they flowered — these are the powerhouses of urban food production and habitat for all sorts of species. It also became critical for me to influence home gardeners to be thoughtful and careful in what they spray, lest this be carried back to hives in the surrounding suburbs.

One of the things I love most about my original career as a forester was how small and insignificant you feel when standing in an ancient forest. You come to realize that your time and place on this planet, for all the seeming importance that we get wrapped up in day to day, is really nothing. Bees tend to have a similar effect on me — I find it endlessly amusing (and humbling) that for all of our magnificent technology, literature and art, we are almost completely reliant on bugs in a box to feed ourselves.

One of the central conceits that beekeeping explodes is the idea that humankind is somehow superior to the other creatures on this planet, that other creatures are expendable in our quest for development, profit, life in general. The reality often dawns on new beekeepers fairly early: it is in fact the other way around. We are the expendable ones, and it is plants and their pollinators, soil microbes, and detritivores that are the really critical part of life on Earth. This flip in perception often changes people’s view of the world in a fundamental way.

When I was training at university to be a forester, we had an apiarist (as bee farmers are formally known) come in to talk about the value that forests held for bees and beekeepers. It was a revelation, particularly how complex proper nutrition for bees was, with the plants on the forest floor (that foresters too often ignored) in fact being critical for sustaining hives. I carried this lesson with me until many years later, when it became a critical part of designing sustainable urban forests for pollinators.

I want this book to be part instruction manual for urban beekeepers, and part manual for city planners, governments and citizens in creating a more sustainable way of life. When I was growing up there was a very clear sense that cities were for people, with green spaces to be carefully controlled, to look pretty but be basically useless. Wildlife and wild things were to be left in the bush. It always seemed a bit dull to me — why can’t we have some wild things in town? And why can’t we grow at least some of our food in our cities?

Of course, this means that we have to change the way we live, and the way we design our urban spaces. We have to be open to less concrete and more green, less control and a bit more give towards nature. In return we get cleaner air, more green space to help keep us sane, and delicious, unique food to be proud of. Seems like a reasonable trade to me.


1

Bees in the city

Subverting the Concrete Jungle

When I was growing up, there was a stark divide between the city and the country. I always knew which of the two I preferred. We lived close to the edge of the city, and I spent a lot of my early teenage years running traplines for rabbits and foxes, fishing in the local streams and generally being outdoors every chance I got. Later when I started working as a forest ecologist, cities were pretty much given up as ‘dead’ land, with the focus of conservation and land management ‘out there’ in the wider countryside.

More recently, though, there has been the realization that we don’t have to have a hard delineation — we can bring some of the natural landscape into the city. Not only does this bring aesthetic beauty and wildlife into town, but increasingly we are realizing the practical benefits of this. Urban areas with higher tree canopy cover consistently outperform other areas for property prices, and improve health outcomes. The increasing prevalence of heatwaves has highlighted the importance of shade and cooling vapour from the trees as they breathe (yes, trees actually do breathe in a cycle).

However, the thing that I have been most passionate about has been the capacity for the urban forest to provide food. Not just for us, but for wildlife that is increasingly relying on cities as refuges and transit paths between remnant habitats. Of course, this can never fully substitute for natural habitat, but it definitely helps, and allows us to enjoy some unique food and beautiful wildlife along the way.
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The Parliament bees happily foraging on the River Peppermint trees fringing the entrance roads.
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Amazing where you can cram a bit of greenery into urban areas — like under this powerline.



When I first started urban beekeeping, one of the funniest episodes was convincing the lawyers from the company I was working for that it was even possible to keep bees in the city. ‘What will they eat? Surely they will starve?’ they asked on several occasions. It is a reasonable question — for so long the central business districts were a concrete jungle, devoid of green life. Happily, there have always been gardeners sneaking greenery into the city, and this has now accelerated as attitudes change. In reality, our towns and cities are some of the best places to be a beekeeper and produce honey to rival the best in the world. This was illustrated in a funny anecdote one of our company lawyers later relayed to me. At their annual meeting with their insurers in London, they had prepared a detailed brief on the company beehives. The insurers were completely unfazed, apparently commenting ‘Oh, you mean like the hives the Queen keeps at Buckingham Palace?’ Turns out that the Queen had her own urban hives producing honey in the heart of London, and the idea of honey from the city of London was a long-established tradition, seen to be a completely normal thing to do.

Keeping bees on public buildings and landmarks is increasingly the normal thing to do, and has been happening in European cities for some time. Paris has hosted beehives on landmark buildings for decades, with Louis Vuitton headquarters, the Paris Opera and Notre Dame Cathedral all supporting thriving colonies of honeybees. The Notre Dame bees even miraculously survived the 2019 fire that destroyed much of the building, and have become a symbol of hope during the rebuild.

Across the Atlantic, the White House started keeping bees under President Obama, and these bees were a focal point when he established some of the first pollinator protection policies. While his successor was certainly no environmentalist, his vice president, Pence, is a keen beekeeper. Under President Biden a new Pollinator Protection Initiative has seen beehives placed on government buildings at eleven locations across the United States.1 The United Nations headquarters in New York has a beautiful Slovenian AZ hive, which is a pair to the one installed at the Slovenian embassy in Canberra.

Here in Australia, the Parliament of Western Australia became the first to keep bees, with the Queensland Parliament keeping a pair of native stingless bees. Both our former and current Governors-General are patrons of World Bee Day, with Government House in Canberra supporting several hives. Their boss, Charles III and his wife Queen Camilla, are also well-known beekeepers, and are patrons for the Elephants & Bees charity that supports beekeeping for poverty alleviation in Africa. Surely a royal decree to care for our bees across the nation cannot be too far away!


[image: image]

This dense bank of Lavender provides beauty, wonderful scent and constant nectar for one of my nearby rooftop apiaries.



BECOMING AN URBAN BEEKEEPER

For me, the transition from a backyard enthusiast to something more serious was a gradual process, a case of seeing opportunities, sometimes biting off more than I could chew and then chewing like crazy! However, the common element was always fitting the approach to beekeeping to the space that I had available. Sometimes this meant establishing honeybee apiaries, while in other situations native bees were the best choice.

The great news is that the estimated 2000 species of bees that we have in Australia are some of the most adaptable, useful and beautiful creatures that live alongside us, and almost anyone has some space for them. The space that you have will largely define what you can do, and may even go so far as to choose the species of bee that you keep.

Most of us start as a beginner beekeeper with one or two hives in our backyard, and that is certainly how I started with honeybees. Moving into an urban or inner-city space is different: you potentially have the freedom to have more hives than you ever could in a suburban backyard, but at the same time you are often presented with a blank canvas — either an empty field, a concrete rooftop or a patch of waste ground that nobody else wants. Equal parts daunting and exciting for most of us!
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Moving a hive of live bees to the roof in a lift. Totally normal, right?
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Hanging out in one of my tall building rooftop apiaries.
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Getting close up with one of my bees



Generally, urban spaces where bees are kept tend to fall into two broad categories: open areas at ground level that can often work like a miniature farm, and apiaries crammed into the spaces of a large structure, often a roof, balcony or even the spaces between buildings. Some urban beekeepers even use a network of suburban backyards to spread small groups of hives across the wider landscape. Each situation offers its own opportunities and challenges, but in almost all cases it is possible for bees to survive and thrive!

Most importantly, all such beekeeping situations provide opportunities to change the way our communities see the urban landscape, often in a way that opens up opportunities for food, friendships and fun.




2.

Meet the bees

Native bees and honeybees

SOLITARY NATIVE BEES

Often, when people hear the word ‘bee’ they immediately think of ‘honeybee’, which has become the default bee worldwide, mostly because almost everyone has tried (and loves) honey. Honeybees are important, with honey and other hive products generating around $100 million per year in Australia. The contribution of honeybees to agriculture through pollination services is estimated to be even greater, valued at around $14.2 billion in Australia in 2017.1

However, honeybees are just one of an estimated 20,000 bee species that we share the planet with (and they’re not even the only bee species that produces honey). The majority of bee species live relatively solitary lives and produce no honey that we could ever enjoy on our toast. However, any lack of interest in them is misplaced, as they are in fact responsible for a large portion of the food we enjoy. While honeybees are critical in agriculture for pollination, it is becoming increasingly apparent that, for many crops, a significant portion of the workload is carried on the backs (and legs and bellies) of native pollinators. Just for bees alone, Australia has an estimated 2000 species that pollinate, and that is before we get to butterflies, moths, flies, beetles, bats and birds.
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A beautiful native Spring bee (Tricholletes) on a native Pea Flower. (Credit: Dr Kit Prendergast)
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Peekaboo! An adorable native bee peeking out of its nest. (Credit: Dr Kit Prendergast)
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Bee hotel on the main street of Hall, a bee-friendly village!



Any discussion of bees in Australia needs to start with our natives, as they are too often overlooked but are an important part of a functional landscape. Going through the full list of our native bee species would fill an entire book on its own, and their stunning beauty has seen them become increasingly popular on social media. It is worth discovering the native bees in your area and making some space in your garden for their specific habitats. Some are even incredibly efficient pollinators, in many ways superior to honeybees. Spread some wood blocks, mud bricks and hollow reeds throughout your garden and you will have the potential to build a haven for biodiversity — and a diverse mini-army of pollinators for your flowers and vegetables.

There is another reason that we need to start with native bees, especially if we are trying to encourage sustainability: almost anyone can create a habitat for them. Not everyone wants to keep honeybees, and not everyone should. Native bees still engage people in their local landscapes and environments, and in some cases more so. Most native bee species have a small home range — around 200 to 800 metres — so the bees you find in your backyard really are ‘your’ bees. Recent research has found that high proportions of native bee-friendly flora beget high native bee biodiversity.2 It is the classic ‘think global, act local’ thing that we can all do.

This also makes native bees much more susceptible to the ‘pollinator deserts’ that beset many urban areas; both a physical break in suitable flowers, as well as a seasonal gap in forage can severely limit their populations. This is one situation where actions at a local level can have a really big impact on conservation and landscape biodiversity.

The bees themselves are pretty cute, too, so with a bit of planning you can turn almost any urban space into a mini-menagerie of adorable pollinators.

Garden headbangers: Blue Banded and Teddy Bear bees (Amegilla spp.)

If you like tomatoes, you have to love your Amegilla species, the Blue Banded bees and their adorable cousins the Teddy Bear bees, as these beat honeybees hands-down for pollinating all of your Solanaceae vegetables (such as tomatoes and eggplant). These plants have developed a clever way to prevent their pollen from being wasted on wind or a generic pollinator, and instead rely on something called buzz pollination. The flowers keep a tight hold on their pollen until they feel a shake at just the right frequency, which the bee creates by grabbing the flower and running its wings in neutral, called ‘sonication’. The resulting buzz is quite loud, and on a calm day it sounds like the bees are using a mini taser on the flowers. By banging their heads against the flower at the right pitch, like a secret password, a shower of pollen is released onto the bees.

In the Australian environment there are native Solanaceae (e.g. ‘bush tomatoes’) as well as other plants that use buzz pollination like Strap-Lilies (Dianella sp.) with tomato-like flowers.

As a predominantly ground-nesting bee, Amegilla species prefer some soil to burrow into, ideally where other bees of the same species are hanging out. In urban areas they sometimes work their way into the mortar between bricks in walls, but for artificial nesting habitat mud bricks are the best way to create your own native bee high-rise. As a communal-nesting species, they want a stack of mud bricks, ideally ten to twelve high. Their main nesting habitat in nature is vertical creek banks, and the vertical stack of mud bricks needs to emulate this.
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Blue Banded bee (Amegilla) — one of our most beautiful and valuable pollinators
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Mud brick bee hotels are easy and fun to make — and very popular with Blue Banded bees!
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Blue Banded bee doing what it does best — and being beautiful at the same time! (Credit: Dr Kit Prendergast)



While they mostly have their own space in their in-ground burrows, they prefer to live in loose collectives. And while not quite as organized as the hives of communal bees, Blue Banded and Teddy Bear bees form collective groups from a few bees to several dozen. The males tend to be the easiest to spot, as they hang out together on bushes above wherever the female bees have made their burrows.

Saving your stems for Allodapini: Reed bees

Two of my favourite things to grow are Raspberries for their delicious fruit, and Sunflowers for their beauty. Both also produce nectar and pollen in abundance. Once the plants are finished, you are often left with a bunch of hollow stems — don’t throw these out! They are perfect for creating habitat for one of our smallest groups of natives, the Allodapini, known commonly as Reed bees. These tiny native bees nest in the dried-out hollow stems of plants, and this is how you attract them to your garden. They don’t need fancy accommodation; simply saving your old Raspberry canes, sunflower stems and other hollow plants, tying them into bundles and hanging them throughout the garden is enough.
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Reed bees (Allodapini) love the hollow stems of plants for their nests, and visit a wide range of flowers in your garden.
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The stunning Metallic Green Carpenter bee, one of our iconic and increasingly threatened native bee species. (Credit: Dr Kit Prendergast)



They are small bees, generally 5 to 8 millimetres in length, and they have a flattened, wedge-shaped tail section that they use to block the entrance to their nest when they are home.

Xylocopa: Carpenter bees

If you have excess wood that needs chewing, then Xylocopa — Carpenter bees — are the bees for you! They are a little bit picky in their choice of wood but are among the largest and most colourful bees you can attract to your garden. I remember seeing a Metallic Green Carpenter bee (Xylocopa (Lestis) aerata) for the first time; it didn’t look real, as if someone had made a robot bee out of emerald-green metal. They are also a large bee and forage on a range of plants, especially ones that require buzz pollination.

These bees really prefer softer wood to build their nests, so you need to save some specific types of wood for them to build their nests in. The classic is the long flower stems of the Grass Tree (Xanthorrhoea sp.), which have a soft centre perfect for tunnelling into.3 The main downside is that these plants take several years to mature and will only occasionally flower. When they do, though, definitely save the stems and ideally leave them in place; they are a fantastic resource for any Carpenter bees in your garden.

Artificial stems and blocks of balsa wood are used as part of bee conservation projects, especially when placed among plantings of Xanthorrhoea or Banksia, which form the Carpenter bees’ favoured habitat after low-intensity fire in natural bushland.4 Fire is not often encountered in an urban backyard, so ensuring your garden has abundant native flowers and some artificial nest stems is your best bet.

In northern areas of Australia, the Great Carpenter bee (Xylocopa (Koptortosoma) aruana) starts to make an appearance and as our largest bee, with striking black and yellow markings, it is pretty hard to miss! As with their metallic green cousins, they favour soft wood that they can carve into with their strong mandibles, so blocks of aged Banksia trunk or blocks of balsa are your best bet. Mostly they tend to find their own pieces of soft wood to burrow into, perhaps in a fence or a shed. If you see them nesting in these places, retain that wood, as they are semi-social and will form aggregations that live near each other.

THE MEGACHILIDAE

Megachile (Eutricharaea) sp.: Leafcutter bees

These are among the cutest of the native bees. They are generally around half the size of a honeybee and one of the most common inhabitants of home garden bee hotels. Their name comes from the female’s habit of cutting sections of leaf from nearby plants to create a nest tube, partitions and door, in which the nectar and pollen, and developing larvae, are encased. Leafcutter bees seem to be semi-solitary in my experience, forming loose groupings around a nesting site. In nature, they use the holes in trees created by wood-boring insects, but in garden bee hotels they will happily use holes drilled in wood blocks or hollow bamboo stems. There are lots of different species that come in different sizes, so it is worth having a range of nest hole sizes for them to choose from. Some species will also nest in the ground.

In addition to being popular and adaptable for bee hotels, Leafcutters are really fantastic pollinators. Unlike honeybees, which carry pollen on their legs, these species carry pollen on their belly, creating a colourful display as they forage. The pollen often drops from their belly as they move around the flowers, creating excellent pollen transfer between flowers. Leafcutters visit a wide range of native and exotic flowers, but when cutting leaves they seem to particularly love Roses, probably due to their soft and easily folded leaves.

When preparing a bee hotel for Leafcutters, two small details are important. First, the old holes left by wood borers have smooth sides, and these bees just let their wings slide along the walls without fear. If the holes drilled in the wood are not smooth (achieved by using a high-quality tungsten drill bit) then the rough edges can tear the bees’ wings apart. Second, the holes need to be deep, at least 20 cm, as shallower holes produce males that hatch first, with the deeper sections hosting female larvae.
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Build it and they will come — Leafcutter bees love bamboo bee hotels.
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Leafcutter bee (Megachile) enjoying the Golden Rain Tree blossoms in my garden.



The other Megachilids: Resin bees

Where Leafcutter bees use the folded-up leaves of plants, some Megachilids — Resin bees — collect resin from plants, using this to create partitions between their brood cells and cap their nest. Resin Bees are part of the same genus as Leafcutter bees, and they use bee hotels and your garden in a similar way. Due to the resin, bee hotel holes that they fill with their brood look really distinctive, often with a red resin cap that stains the surrounding wood. The bees themselves are also really beautiful, and one of my favourite bees is the Fire-tailed Resin bee (Megachile mystaceana). As the name suggests, this species has a spectacular orange/red abdomen, making them really stand out in the garden.

Ground-nesting bees

There is a wide variety of ground-nesting bees throughout the world, but my personal favourite is the Lasioglossum species that frequents my patch of native Bulbine Lilies (Bulbine bulbosa). The males of these cute little bees have a habit of sleeping inside the flowers, providing a very social-media-friendly photo opportunity. Their real value is pollinating my native plants, where they are constantly working most of my tubular-style flowers. The Bulbine Lilies are a delicious indigenous vegetable, so I am always happy to see them at work pollinating the seeds for my next crop.

The resources for these bees are as simple as it gets — lots of flowers, and leave some patches of bare soil for them to nest in. Seriously, that’s it. The females often sleep in the burrows that they make, leaving the males to cluster outside, so if you are observant you might see groups of bees sleeping on twigs or grass stems. They generally want to be close to where the females are, so this is a pretty good indication of where they are building their burrows, and where you should leave patches of bare ground. The entrance holes depend on the species, but can sometimes be quite easy to see, clustered together with small mounds of fresh soil at the entrance.
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Resin bee collecting for its nest. (Credit: Dr Kit Prendergast)
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An adorable Lasioglossum curling up to sleep inside a flower.



Cuckoo bees

While most bees are gentle vegans, collecting pollen and nectar to raise their brood, there is a group of bees that has embraced the thug life, turning to crime over hard work. In the same way as Cuckoo birds steal the nests of other birds, Cuckoo bees sneak up on their hardworking colleagues, laying their egg next to their victim’s baby.

Cuckoo bees might be sneaky thieves but they have one saving grace: they are among the most beautiful bees you will ever see. The Neon Cuckoo bee (Thyreus nitidulus) targets Blue Banded bees and is probably the most striking bee in Australia, with spectacular metallic blue and black patterns all over its body. The related Domino Cuckoo bee (Thyreus lugabris) targets Teddy Bear bees and is almost as beautiful, with brilliant white spots over a black body.

Cuckoo bees tend to forage on similar flowers to Blue Banded bees and Teddy Bear bees, so if you have Amegilla species in your garden in sufficient numbers these bees are probably not far behind. In addition to the Thyreus that target Amegilla, there are also Coelioxys that target Megachilids, Sphecodes (with the creepy common name ‘blood bees’) targeting Halictids, and Inquilina targeting the Allodapini. Basically, thievery is everywhere, even if you are a bee.
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Other natives include this Banksialoving Masked bee (Hylaeus alcyoneus). (Credit: Dr Kit Prendergast)
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Stunning colours of the Neon Cuckoo bee (Thyreus nitidulus). (Credit: Dr Kit Prendergast)
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Beautiful but sneaky.
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Stingless bees proved to be a hit in the Australian Parliament.



Ironically, if you have these sneak-thieves showing up in your garden then it is a sign that you are on the right track, as they need reasonable congregations of their hosts in order to successfully breed.

COMMUNAL NATIVE STINGLESS BEES

One of the unique things about the Australian Parliament apiary is that we keep not just the usual honeybees, but also our native stingless bees. About a year after we had established the honeybee hives, we received an inquiry from one of the Members of Parliament. A few of his constituents had recently won a design competition with an innovative new type of hive, built specifically to take advantage of our native stingless bees. It was the start of the next phase of Parliament beekeeping, where we expanded into our native honey producers, native bees from the Tetragonula genus.

There are eleven eusocial (colony-forming) species of bees in Australia that we know of so far, forming hives of several thousand workers, and containing one mated queen laying eggs, and several virgin queens waiting in reserve. Of these, three species are commonly kept in managed hives: Tetragonula carbonaria, Tetragonula hocksonii and Austroplebeia australis. Surveys by the Australian Native Bee Association have indicated around 1500 native stingless beekeepers with approximately 12,000 hives. Compared to the nearly 30,000 honeybee keepers in Australia, this is a smaller part of the beekeeping community, but the beauty and ease of caring for native stingless bees means that they continue to grow in popularity.5 There are even commercial operators now, which has increased the supply of colonies and hive types, making it easier to get started.
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Stingless bee visiting a flower. (Credit: Dr Kit Prendergast)
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Beautiful native stingless bees, eagerly awaiting the chance to dismember the next intruder.
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