
GREAT YELLOW BUMBLEBEE – BOMBUS DISTINGUENDUS

Ireland’s most threatened bumblebee 
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Status of the Great Yellow Bumblebee

• European species  - showing a general decline across central Europe. Listed 
as vulnerable on the European Red List (2014)

• Biodiversity Action Plan species in the UK where it has undergone an 80% 
loss of range within 100 years and is now restricted to far north Highlands 
coast, Orkney, and the Western Isles

• The Great Yellow Bumblebee is ENDANGERED in Ireland (2006)



All records (1896-present) Records since 1980 Records in last decade

Irish distribution

In Ireland, the Great Yellow Bumblebee was never common, but it was widespread in 
the past. It has now been forced to the very margin of its range.

All sightings 
of single 

individuals 

https://maps.biodiversityireland.ie

https://maps.biodiversityireland.ie/


It is only in County Mayo where healthy populations 
of this species remain

Key areas: Black Sod, Annagh Marsh, Termoncarragh, Lough Carra, Tarmon



This distinctive bumblebee is almost completely 

bright yellow, apart from a black band across the 

middle of the thorax

Queens, workers and males have the same 

colour pattern

Key identification features



Great Yellow Bumblebee Facts

✓ Small nest size – of around 40 workers at any one time, with an estimated 
100 over the course of its annual life cycle.

✓ Emerges from hibernation later than other bumblebee species. It is 
associated with grassland flowers, so coincides with when this food source 
will be available.

✓ Active from May to September, but most commonly seen in July- August.

✓ It has a long-tongue which means it can feed on long tubular-like flowers.



Lifecycle of the Great Yellow Bumblebee

Mid-May: Queen emerges 
from hibernation

Feeds & finds a nest

Prepares a pollen loaf & a 
nectar pot and starts laying 
eggs fertilised with sperm 
stored from previous year

Mid-June: female workers 
emerge and take over nest 
duties. Queen stays in nest 

laying eggs 

New queens & males leave 
the nest to find mates

Early autumn: queen lays 
unfertilised eggs which 

become males. She also allows 
some new queens to develop 

End Sept: colonies die out. 
Mated new queen feeds to build 
up reserves before hibernation. 
Workers, males & old queen die
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Why is it threatened in Ireland?

✓ Decline of flower-rich habitats

✓ The widespread replacement of hay with silage in the agricultural landscape, 
which results in earlier and more frequent mowing and a reduction in late 
summer wild flowers has played a major role in its decline.  

✓ The now fragmented nature of flower-rich grassland habitats in Ireland adds to 
the threat and makes recovery more difficult.  In many cases, if lost from a site, 
it would be unlikely to return.

What is it’s habitat?

Needs flower-rich grassland habitats to survive. Currently 
associated with machair, flower-rich sand dunes and dry 
calcareous grassland but previously known from a wider 
range of sites (e.g., hay meadows on farmland).



What it needs

Nests underground using warm, sheltered areas with small mammal burrows, 
typically in tussocky grasslands and vegetated sand dunes

Thanks to Dave Suddaby (BirdWatch Ireland) for images

Suitable nest sites



Red Clover and Knapweed are key

Needs an abundance of Red Clover, Bird’s-foot-trefoil, White Clover and other 
legumes in June, followed by Knapweed in later summer and autumn

Other native plants that provide food

A supply of pollen and nectar throughout the season

What it needs



Extensive Red Clover meadow

BirdWatch Ireland Termoncarragh 
Meadow Reserve, Mullet Peninsula

Machair with extensive Knapweed

BirdWatch Ireland Annagh March 
Reserve, Mullet Peninsula

Examples of high quality habitat

Thanks to Dave Suddaby (BirdWatch Ireland) for images



How can we help?

✓ Manage existing flower-rich areas

✓ Maximise the amount of nesting and hibernation habitat within 1km of flower-
rich areas 

✓ Create small patches of flower-rich habitat in new areas

✓ Minimise the exposure of wild bees to diseases transferred from honeybee hives



Who can help?

Everyone…

✓ Mayo County Council
✓ Farmers
✓ BirdWatch Ireland
✓ National Parks & Wildlife Service
✓ Tidy Towns groups
✓ Schools
✓ Businesses
✓ Faith Communities
✓ Gardens



Claggan Island

Coming together to help the Great Yellow Bumblebee

National School

SAC
Farmland

10km

8km

12km

Roadside verges

Gardens

Businesses

Church

The Great Yellow Bumblebee was recorded 
from Bunawillin in 2017. The closest known 

population is 8km to the North

If everyone were to take small 
actions within this area to provide 

food – the Great Yellow 
Bumblebee could expand and 
move around the landscape

This is pulled out as an example, here are many similar situations across County Mayo



Remember the Great Yellow Bumblebee needs native grassland plants to 
survive. The best thing to do is to have small meadows where plants like 
Red Clover, Bird’s-foot-trefoil and Knapweed are allowed to naturally grow. 

Buying packets of wildflower seed from supermarkets or using 
seed bombs will not help!

You can also learn how to collect 
and use your own local seed
www.pollinators.ie

http://www.pollinators.ie/


Signage templates

www.pollinators.ie/greatyellowbumblebee

Pdf guidance document

Visit the website to download free resources 

A copy of this presentation

Poster or information panel

http://www.pollinators.ie/greatyellowbumblebee


Ideas:

✓ Where known populations 
occur, the guideline 
document provided to site 
managers

By working together 
we could then 

gradually expand the 
number of healthy 

populations

✓ Establishment of regular monitoring 
of the species on known sites, with 
data submitted to the National 
Biodiversity Data Centre



Ideas:

See the guidance document for more information

✓ Farms
✓ Protected Areas
✓ BirdWatch Reserves
✓ Public land
✓ Roadside verges
✓ Tidy Towns
✓ Schools
✓ Businesses
✓ Gardens

Promote and encourage positive 
land management in areas close 
to existing populations:



See the guidance document for more information

Ideas:

✓ Reference site to illustrate best 
practice

✓ Distribute the guideline 
document

✓ Promote the poster and 
signage templates

✓ Spread the word by delivering 
this talk

✓ Run identification workshops

✓ Encourage schools projects



See the guidance document for more information

Ideas:

✓ Fund a survey of the current 
distribution

✓ Organise an annual ‘Great 
Yellow Bumblebee Hunt’

✓ Undertake detailed studies 
on the ecology of the species 
in an Irish context

✓ Expand monitoring on known 
sites



This is happening on our watch…

Recent work in the UK suggests that if suitable 
habitat is provided recovery can be rapid!

Let’s help the Great Yellow Mayo Bee!



Thanks to:

Thanks to those who donated photographs, particularly 
Dave Suddaby & Dara Stanley



CALL TO ACTION

Thank You

www.pollinators.ie

Dr Úna FitzPatrick
All-Ireland Pollinator Plan
pollinators@biodiversityireland.ie

Photo: Belmullet Tidy Towns
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