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GUIDE TO SPECIES

These are NOT keys.  They are simply intended as a 
guide to help make the group more accessible to 
beginners.  They refer only to species currently 
known from Ireland



Special thanks to Josef Dvořák who has very kindly 
allowed his photographs of pinned specimens to be 
used in this guide. 

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


The following websites provide excellent information and 
photographs of solitary bees

http://www.bwars.com

Fantastic site with maps, 
photographs and profiles of 
Bees from Britain & Ireland



Excellent publicly 
available flickr account 
with photographs and 
profiles of Bees from 

Britain & Ireland

Steven Falk – flickr account



http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388/

BioLib is an international 
encyclopaedia of plants, 
fungi and animals.  It has 
excellent photographs of 
solitary bees. 



http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/projects/irish-pollinator-initiative/

There are species accounts including 
photos and maps for all Irish bees on 
the Irish Pollinator Initiative website 



RECOMMENDED GUIDE TO SOLITARY BEES: 



BEES WITH TWO CELLS IN THEIR WINGS

•Osmia
•Anthidium
•Megachile
•Coelioxys
•Hylaeus



Underside of abdomen with 
dense hairs

Eyes not hairy. 
Small black bee, 

face with 
yellow/white 

markings

Hylaeus

Eyes hairy. 
Abdomen with 

pointed tip

CoelioxysOsmia

Megachile

2 cells in wing

Feet without a pad 
between claws

Feet with prominent 
pad between claws

Very simple key to the 
genera known from Ireland

Underside of 
abdomen not hairy

Yellow markings on 
sides of abdomen, 

head & legs

No yellow markings 
on sides abdomen, 

head & legs

Anthidium



2 Irish species 

Chunky bee with large rounded abdomen
O. aurulenta is coastal and nests only in empty snail shells.  It is only found along the east and 
southeast coast.
O. bicornis (rufa) is rare & known only from cities: Dublin, Belfast, Waterford & Cork. It may have 
been deliberately introduced (commercially available in UK as a garden pollinator). 

It can be possible to spot Osmia aurulenta in 
action in coastal sites along the east coast –
check snail shells

medium sized solitary species (7-12mm)
females have ginger hairs on the thorax, 
and ginger hair bands on the abdomen 
which are most obvious at the tip

© Michael O’Donnell

Osmia (Mason bees)



©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


Anthidium (Wool carder bee)

Could be identified 
in the field

1 Irish species: Anthidium
manicatum

Large bee (8-12mm)
Distinctive yellow markings on 
the sides of the abdomen, head 
& legs
Stores pollen on the underside 
of its abdomen
First recorded in Wexford in 
2015



M. willughbiella

5 Irish species

Megachile centuncularis
Megachile ligniseca
Megachile maritima
Megachile versicolor
Megachile willughbiella

Large, chunky bee
Stores pollen on the underside of its 
abdomen
Leaf cutter bees cut out leaves/petals and 
use these to build nests
Found in a range of habitats
Good key is available: Identification of 
Leaf-cutter bees British Wildlife August 
1999; 390-393.
When pinning it is important to pin out 
the jaws as the teeth are used in 
identification

Underside of abdomen 
hairy – to store pollen

Megachile (Leaf cutter bees)



To positively ID Megachile to 
species you have to take a lethal 
sample and use microscope 
facilities

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


2 Irish species (C. inermis & C. elongata)

Eyes hairy
Medium sized bee (9-15mm)
Tapered abdomen, particularly females
Rare but found in a range of habitats
Cuckoo bees – they parasitise Megachile
nests

Hairy eyes

Sharply tapered abdomen, 
particularly females

Coelioxys (Sharp tailed bees)



FEMALES: When viewed under a 
microscope, the abdominal segments have 
much denser punctuation (dots or pits on 
surface) in C. elongata than in C. inermis .

It is useful to get records of 
Coelioxys at the genus level –
the tapered abdomen is 
distinctive



A good key is available 
on the BWARS website



4 Irish species

Hylaeus brevicornis
Hylaeus communis
Hylaeus confusus
Hylaeus hyalinatus

Small, black bees (5-7mm)
Face with yellow or white markings
Almost hairless
Found in a range of habitats

Face with yellow or white 
markings

Small, black body, almost 
hairless

Hylaeus (White faced bees)



Hylaeus males – have a look at the face

If the face has yellow 
curling around the 
antennal sockets it is 
Hylaeus communis

If the mandibles are 
partly yellow-white it 
is Hylaeus confusus

If the mandibles are 
black it is either 
Hylaeus hyalinatus or
Hylaeus brevicornis

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


Hylaeus females – have a look at the antennae

If the antennae is entirely black 
it is either Hylaeus communis
or Hylaeus confusus

If the antennae is not entirely 
black (pale on the underside) it 
is either Hylaeus hyalinatus or 
Hylaeus brevicornis



A good key is available 
on the BWARS website



BEES WITH THREE CELLS IN THEIR WINGS

•Xylocopa
•Sphecodes
•Colletes
•Halictus
•Lasioglossum
•Nomada
•Andrena



3 cells in wing

Xylocopa Sphecodes

Almost hairless, black & red abdomenVery large entirely black bee 
with dark wings

Very simple key to the 
genera known from Ireland

Two genera are very distinctive



3 cells in wing

Almost hairless Lasioglossum

Andrena Nomada

Hairy

Hair bands absent 
or not obvious

Colletes Halictus

Very obvious hair 
bands on abdomen

Very simple key to the 
genera known from Ireland

Not Xylocopa or Sphecodes

Wasp like – abdomen 
with yellow, black or 
red bands

This line 
arched

This line smooth 
or with gentle 
curve

Cell on left 
similar to one 
on right

Cell on left 
larger than one 
on right



1 species: Xylocopa violaceae

Very large black bee
Not unlike a giant black blue bottle!
Nests in dead wood
Only 1 record – Waterford City in 
2007

Could be identified 
in the field

Xylocopa (Carpenter bees)



S. eppiphius

7 Irish species

Sphecodes ephippius
Sphecodes ferruginatus
Sphecodes geoffrellus
Sphecodes gibbus
Sphecodes hyalinatus
Sphecodes monilicornis
Sphecodes pellucidus

Small to medium sized bees (6-12mm)
Black with red on the abdomen
Parasite of Halictus/Lasioglossum and 
found in a variety of habitats
Difficult to identify to species level
 When pinning it is important to pin 
out genetalia & jaws

Red on the abdomen is 
distinctive of the genus

Sphecodes (Cuckoo sweat bees)



Requires lethal sampling.  
Difficult to identify to species

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


4 Irish species

Colletes daviesanus
Colletes floralis
Colletes similis
Colletes succinctus

Medium sized bee (8-13mm)
Distinctive bands of white hair on the 
abdomen
C. floralis, C. similis and C. daviesanus (v. 
rare) are all coastal 
Ireland holds a significant proportion of the 
world  population of C. floralis
C. succinctus occurs only on bog/heath and 
is a late summer species

Distinctive white hair bands 
on the abdomen

Colletes



With care females can be identified 
in the field.  Look in the right habitat 
for a solitary species with white hair 
bands on the abdomen

Colletes succinctus

medium sized solitary species, but 
largest Colletes species in Ireland (10-13mm)
thorax with reddish hair (fades with age)
both males and females with prominent 
bands of white hair on the abdomen
Recorded from June-September
Occurs on bogs/heaths where it feeds on 
heathers
Nests in large aggregations

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


Colletes – coastal species

C. similis C. floralis C. daviesanus

Rare and only found on sandy 
cliffs in Ireland

Currently found only on 
east and south east coast



The three species look superficially 
similar.  

If the punctures (dots or pits on surface) 
of the first abdominal segment are 
separated by a puncture width or more it 
is C. floralis or C. daviesanus

If the punctures (dots or pits on surface) 
on the first abdominal segment are 
separated by considerably less than a 
puncture width it is C. similis

This is obviously difficult to determine 
this without reference specimens – as are 
many other features used in solitary bee 
identification

Coastal females can only 
be positively identified by 
lethal sampling

Colletes – coastal females

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


2 Irish species

Halictus rubicundus

medium sized solitary species 
(9-12mm)
females have ginger hairs on 
thorax, obvious white hair 
bands on the abdomen and 
orange hind legs
males are smaller and have 
hairier faces and a more 
elongate abdomen
very common

With care females 
can be identified in 
the field

Cell on the right 
larger than the 
adjacent cell on the 
left (=Halictus)

Obvious hair 
bands on 
abdomen

Orange legs

Halictus (Sweat bees)

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


Halictus tumulorum

small sized solitary species (6-8mm)
rarely recorded
females have a shiny abdomen with thin white hair 
bands and dull orange/brown hind legs
males are smaller and have a more elongate abdomen
can be confused with the smaller Lasioglossum species.  

Can only be positively 
identified by lethal 
sampling

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


 11 Irish species

 Mainly small bees, often black
 Three of the 11 species look metallic
 Found in a variety of habitats
 Can be difficult to identify to species

Lasioglossum



Metallic (3)

L. leucopus (5-6mm)
L. smeathmanellum (5-7mm)
L. cupromicans (6-7mm)

Non metallic (8)

L. albipes (7-10mm)
L. calceatum (7-10mm)
L. fratellum (7-9mm)
L. lativentre (7-9mm)
L. nitidiusculum (6-7mm)
L. punctatissimum (6-7mm)
L. rufitarse (7-8mm)
L. villosulum (6-7mm)

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

The metallic colouring is not always this obvious

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


Requires lethal sampling. Can be 
difficult to identify to species

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388
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12 Irish species

Nomada argentata
Nomada fabriciana
Nomada flavoguttata
Nomada goodeniana
Nomada leucophthalma
Nomada marshamella
Nomada obtusifrons
Nomada panzeri
Nomada ruficornis
Nomada rufipes
Nomada sheppardana
Nomada striata

Can resemble wasps – often  
have black, yellow or red 
stripes on abdomen

Cuckoo bees – they parasitise
Andrena nests

Nomada (Cuckoo bees)



Three Nomada species have females that can be identified in the field.  These 
species have an abdomen that is black and yellow only (no red markings)

N. goodeniana (9-13mm) N. rufipes (8-10mm)N. marshamella (9-13mm)

Orange/brown legs and antennae.  Second yellow band 
on abdomen is entire in N. goodeniana (not broken in the 
centre) whereas in N. marshamella it is broken

Scutellum a single yellow 
mark. Yellow bands on 

abdomen widely broken in 
N. rufipes

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388
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1. Females have a distinctive two tone antennae- the 
tip and lower half are red/brown separated by black 
segments in between.

The female of N. fabriciana (7-11mm) also has two distinctive features

2. Bidentate (two teeth)

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


26 Irish species

Very variable in form and occur from large species  
to very small
Found in a variety of habitats
The solitary bee most often spotted by most people

Andrena (Mining bees) Andrena angustior
Andrena apicata
Andrena barbilabris
Andrena bicolor
Andrena cineraria
Andrena clarkella
Andrena coitana
Andrena denticulata
Andrena fucata
Andrena fulva
Andrena fuscipes
Andrena haemorrhoa
Andrena humilis
Andrena lapponica
Andrena marginata
Andrena minutula
Andrena nigroaenea
Andrena pilipes
Andrena praecox
Andrena rosae
Andrena semilaevis
Andrena scotica
Andrena subopaca
Andrena tarsata
Andrena trimmerana
Andrena wilkella



Three Andrena species have females that can be identified in the field

Andrena cineraria

•The females are black, and have two 
distinctive grey hair bands across the 
thorax (there are no other solitary bees 
like this known from Ireland)

•Large sized species (13-16mm)

•It is a spring species and is generally 
observed between March – June.  The 
earliest it has been recorded in Ireland is 
22nd March (2011).

•Widespread. It is found in a range of 
habitats, but in Ireland it often relies on 
Willow as an early forage source

•It nests in the ground.  The nest 
entrances will be surrounded by a 
volcano-like mound of excavated spoil. 
Nests are often in dense aggregations



Three Andrena species have females that can be identified in the field

Andrena haemorrhoa

•The females are black, with a 
ginger thorax, orange hind legs, 
and distinctive red hairs at the tip 
of the abdomen (there are other 
Andrena species that look similar 
but none with a red tipped 
abdomen).

•Medium sized solitary species 
(11-13mm)

•It emerges in spring, and can be 
seen from March – August

•Common and widespread. It is 
found in a range of habitat types, 
including parks and gardens



Three Andrena species have females that can be identified in the field

Andrena fulva

•A. fulva was last recorded in Kilkenny in 
1925, and was assumed extinct in Ireland 
until 2012. 

•In 2012 it was recorded in two locations: Co. 
Kilkenny (close to it’s 1925 location) and Co. 
Wicklow.

•Females are very distinctive with bright red 
hairs on the thorax and abdomen.

•Medium-large sized solitary species (12-
14mm).

•It is a spring species (March – June).

•It nests in the ground. The nest entrances 
will be surrounded by a volcano-like mound 
of excavated spoil.



* Andrena haemorrhoa also has an orange hind tibia (photo above)

Three Andrena species have females that have an orange hind leg

Andrena tarsata

 Medium sized (8-11mm)
 Mandible with 3 teeth
 Feeds only on Potentilla
 Summer flight period (June- August)

Orange hind leg (both leg and hairs are orange)

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388

A. haemorrhoa

http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388


Andrena clarkella: 

 Large (11-15mm)
 Tail hairs dark.  Abdomen hairy
 Spring flight period (March-June)
 Feeds only on willow

Andrena wilkella:

 Large (10-12mm)
 Tail hairs golden.  Abdomen bald
 May - August
 Found in a range of habitats

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388
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Andrena marginata

Tail red
Summer flight
Grassland species (Feeds on Scabiosa, Succisa, Knautia)
Very rare

Andrena rosae

Tail black
Summer flight period (July-September)
Very rare (last recorded 1896)

Andrena stragulata

Tail black
Spring flight (March-April)
Very rare (last recorded 1977)

Three Andrena species have females that have an abdomen with red markings 
(all very rare)

©Josef Dvořák: http://www.biolib.cz/en/gallery/dir388
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Andrena semilaevis
Andrena subopaca
Andrena minutula

Three Andrena species are very small (6-8mm)



Reference specimens

Having reference specimens for comparison is 
important for accurate solitary bee identification. It 
is the intention of the National Biodiversity Data 
Centre to maintain a reference collection of Irish 
species which will be available for public use during 
office hours.

Grateful thanks are expressed to BWARS for help in 
establishing this reference collection.



Submit records

Please submit your records of solitary bees to 
the National Biodiversity Data Centre



http://records.biodiversityireland.ie



All records are validated 
before being loaded into 
Biodiversity Maps



Thanks to all those who have 
contributed photographs to the Data 
Centre and made development of this 

guide possible


