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Bees in your backyard 
 
Do you know how many bees there are in your backyard, or what kind of bees may be buzzing around?  
Most people don’t realize that there are more than 4,000 different bee species in the United States and 
Canada.  According to the Cornell University Pollinator Network there are an estimated 416 bee species 
living in New York State.  Digger bees make up the majority of bees (54 percent) found in New York.  
Ground-nesting bees include the digger bees, mining bees and sweat bees. 
 
In North America, many of the ground nesting bees become active in early spring.  Nests of these bees are 
easy to identify.  The above ground portion looks a bit like an ant hill but bee nests have a large hole in the 
middle that they use as the entrance.  You may also notice dozens to hundreds of bees flying low to the 
ground among the mounds on warm sunny days.  Most of the activity at nest sites in early spring are males 
flying around looking for females to mate with.  Male bees cannot sting.  The females are solitary nesters 
and are not aggressive insects.  Even though females do possess a stinger they generally they will not sting 
people unless handled. 
 
Spring ground nesting bees are pollinators of early blooming flowers.  They actively forage for nectar and 
pollen.  Because their lifecycle is tied to these plants, some species of ground bees are only active for a 
short period of time in early spring.  Ground bees are solitary.  Each individual female builds her own nest.  
Some may be gregarious nesters, in which case many females (hundreds or thousands) build their 
individual nests next to each other.  Not aggressive, female bees will retreat into their burrow if they see 
an approaching object. 
 
Typical of the ground nesting bees is the genus Andrena.  Each female works on her own to construct her 
subterranean nest.  At the end of these cylindrical tunnels they construct brood cells.  The female bee will 
go out and collect pollen and nectar from flowers in the vicinity of the nest.  Small bees tend to have 
limited flying ranges, less than half a mile.  Nests are typically close to the flower resources.  After it has 
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been collected, the nectar and pollen mixture or “bee-bread” is sculpted into a round pollen ball and an 
egg is laid on top.  The bee-bread is food for the bee’s larvae that develop in the underground chamber.  
The female seals the brood cell and starts to construct another cell.  Brood cells range in depth from a few 
inches to several feet.  A typical solitary female bee might produce 10 to 15 offspring over a two to three 
week period.  There is only one generation of digger bees per year.  Once egg laying has been completed, 
there will not be any activity until the following spring, when new adults emerge from the tunnels. 
 
Ground bees often nest in bare patches of the lawn or garden.  They prefer dry soil to nest in.  If you want 
to encourage these little pollinators to nest in your yard, set aside an area of sparsely covered, sandy soil in 
a sunny location.  However, if you find ground bees living in your yard and you wish to discourage them, a 
simple thing to do is to water the area.  Mulching the area can also prevent bees from being able to dig 
their nests.  A long term solution is to create a dense lawn.  The bees will not be able to dig in the soil and 
will nest elsewhere. 
 
Don’t confuse mild mannered ground nesting bees with yellow jacket wasps.  Yellow jackets are shiny 
black with bright yellow markings, about the size of a honeybee (golden brown and fuzzy).  Yellow jacket 
colonies start with a single fertile queen in May and build throughout the summer as workers are 
produced.  Yellow jackets feed on other insects during the summer and are a beneficial predator.  They 
build paper nests in the ground, or some kind of cavity such as a log or sometimes in a building wall.  
Yellow jacket nests are usually not discovered until late July or August when populations are near their 
peak.  They can be aggressive, especially near the nest.  Disturbing a nest can be unpleasant and possibly 
dangerous as there could be thousands of wasps in a single nest.  Yellow jacket nests are annual and once 
we get freezing weather, the majority of wasps within the nest will all die. 
 
There are some things you can do to make your garden more bee friendly.  Plant a variety of flowering 
plants.  Try to have something in bloom from early spring into late fall to help the most pollinators.  Bees 
prefer large groups of the same kind of flowers.  Have flowers with a variety of colors and flower shapes.  
Avoid pesticide use and buy plants that have not been treated with pesticides when possible.  Look for 
plants that are disease resistant to cut down on fungicide use.  A yard full of a variety of trees, shrubs, 
perennials, annuals and ground covers will provide better habitat for pollinators than an expanse of lawn. 
 
Native bee species will pollinate many of the plants in your garden.  Some are important pollinators of 
crops like apples, blueberries and cherries.  If you find these bees in your backyard, please consider 
allowing them to nest there.  Bees don’t need a lot of space.  Even a small yard with a good supply of 
flowers and one that is pesticide free can support an abundance of native bees. 
 
Resources include:  Cornell University, NYS IPM, and Iowa State University 
 
Have a gardening question?  Contact the Cornell Cooperative Extension Genesee County Master Gardeners 
for assistance.  They may be reached by calling 585-343-3040, ext. 127, Monday through Friday from 10 
am until Noon; stop in at our office at 420 East Main Street, Batavia or via e-mail at: 
geneseemg@hotmail.com.  Visit our CCE web site at genesee.cce.cornell.edu or like us on Facebook 
www.facebook.com/CCEofGenesee.  “CCE of Genesee County is an employer and educator recognized for 
valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and 
employment opportunities.” 
 
 




