
 

Preference for built-up habitats could
explain rapid spread of the tree bumblebee in
UK

September 26 2014

The strikingly rapid spread of the Tree Bumblebee in Britain could be
occurring because the bees readily live alongside humans in towns and
villages – according to research from the University of East Anglia.

A new study published today shows that Tree Bumblebees are associated
with built-up areas and that these areas form a large part of their habitat
use.

These markedly different habitat and foraging preferences set this
species apart from other common British bumblebee species – which
could explain how Tree Bumblebees have managed to colonise much of
the UK while many other bumblebee species have been declining.

The Tree Bumblebee (Bombus hypnorum) has spread to nearly all of
England and Wales since its first appearance in southern England in
2001.

The research team recorded the bumblebee species and the flowering
plants visited by the bees at a large number of sites across southern
Norfolk, including both urban and rural sites, over a three month period.

When combined with landscape mapping data, these observations
revealed that the Tree Bumblebee was much more likely to be found in
built-up areas and, to a lesser extent, areas with woodland nearby.
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In contrast, none of the other five bumblebee species studied shared the
combination of favoured landscape features found in the Tree
Bumblebee.

Additionally the Tree Bumblebee preferred to forage on a set of
flowering plants different to the sets of plants favoured by the other
bumblebee species, being more likely to use some species of flowering
trees and thistles but less likely to use some common herbaceous
flowers.

The results are the first evidence that, in its new range in the UK, the
Tree Bumblebee is associated with built-up areas such as towns and
villages and that these areas form a large part of its habitat use.

An association between Tree Bumblebees and human habitation has
previously been suspected from natural history observations. Along with
an association with trees, it is likely to stem from the Tree Bumblebee's
habit of nesting in cavities above the ground, which is unusual among
British bumblebees.

Lead author Liam Crowther, from UEA's School of Biological Sciences,
said: "This research implies that the Tree Bumblebee's remarkable
success is due, in part, to favouring a suite of resources different to those
used by the bumblebee species that are already widespread in the UK.

"While an association with human habitation has been suspected for
some time, this study provides clear evidence of this link and suggests
that urban and suburban areas may be facilitating the Tree Bumblebee's
remarkably rapid natural colonisation of the UK."

The Tree Bumblebee was first recorded in the UK in the New Forest in
2001 and has since expanded its range approximately 600 km
northwards through most of England and Wales and into southern
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Scotland, a rate of expansion of nearly 50 km per year

In continental Europe and Asia, however, its range extends from western
France to Japan and as far north as the Kola Peninsula in arctic Russia
and as far south as the Himalayas. It is thought to have arrived in the UK
naturally from populations in northern France.
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