
Bee Hotel 

 

People love making and putting up bird houses.  But did you know that you can make houses for bees too?  

Just like birds, some bees will use man-made nests, and those nests can make a big difference in the health 

of our pollinators. 

 

Why would we want bees in the yard?  Won’t they sting? 

Only female bees can sting, and usually they don’t want to.  Even females only sting if they are afraid they 

are going to die (if you step on them, for instance), or if you seriously endanger their nest.   

Most stings in the yard come from wasps, especially yellow jacket wasps, which are very aggressive.  

(Yellow jackets will not use the nests you make for solitary bees: like honey bees, they are social and need a 

large nest for many members.) 

Bees are the most efficient animal pollinators in the world, and are hardworking helpers in the yard.  If you 

grow a plant that you hope will give you fruit or seeds, you probably need a bee to help.  All kinds of sweet 

fruits and a lot of our favorite vegetables need bees to make them happen; and plenty of the plants we 

don’t eat, but that make seeds, need animal pollinators.   
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So which bees DO like man-made houses?  Do I have to 

build a huge hive? 

Although honey bees and some bumble bees live in large 

groups, most bees don’t.  So they don’t need big hives.  

90% of the world’s 21,000 bee species are solitary.  Soli-

tary bee females nest alone, each female building or ex-

cavating her own nest, gathering food, laying eggs, and 

making sure her larvae are safe and well-cared-for.  Alt-

hough some bee species like to nest close to others of 

the same species, they don’t usually share a nest.   

 

 

So what kind of nest does a solitary bee need? 

Many solitary bees live underground.  Those bees will dig 

holes without our help.  But 30% of our bee species use 

holes in wood, plant stems, cracks in bark, or other natu-

ral cavities: many of these, such as mason bees and leaf-

cutter bees, are even more efficient pollinators than hon-

ey bees.   

A few, like carpenter bees, are strong enough to chew 

their own holes in wood, but most are not.  So they look 

for old holes made by other small animals (like beetles), 

or the hollow stems of plants left over from last year.   

If they cannot find those things in a nice cleaned-up yard, 

it’s helpful if we provide them!  

 

Photo: bugguide.net 

Photo: habitat network 

Bee larvae and beebread (food balls of pollen and 

nectar) inside a plant stem 
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For your bee hotel, you will need: 

 1 large can, 6 - 8 inches deep (coffee cans or cookie 

tins work well) 

 Nest material (Any of the following): old hollow 

plant stems (milkweed, knotweed, beebalm, jewel-

weed, bamboo);  paper straws;  corrugated card-

board;  paper towel tubes (cut in half);  newspaper 

cut into 6-inch strips (if you use newspaper you will 

also need tape). Do not use plastic, metal, or glass 

for nesting material. 

 Scissors or pruning shears, and permission to use 

them 

 Pencil longer than 6 inches 

 Ruler 

 Air-dry modeling clay 

 Rags and/or twine (if not using  optional materials 

below) 

 

Optional:  

 1 board, longer than the can’s base is wide 

 Electric drill   

 2 screws, no longer than the board is thick 

 Screwdriver (may need to be long-handled) 
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First, make your hotel building (optional step): 

If you have the optional materials, turn the can upside down, and drill two holes in it.  Ask a responsi-

ble adult to supervise or help you, depending on whether you are allowed to use the drill.  Turn the 

can right-side up, place it on the board, and use the pencil to mark the board through the holes you 

drilled.   

Set the can aside, and drill holes in the board at the pencil marks, then put the can over the board again 

and fasten it on with the screws.  Be careful of sharp edges on the holes you drilled: an adult might 

need to do this step.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now prepare the guest rooms: 

If you are using plant stems or paper straws, cut them to about 4-6 inches long with the pruning shears 

or scissors.  Remember to ask an adult to do it if you are not allowed to use the shears, and be very 

careful of your fingers if you do it yourself.  Thinner stems should be shorter, fatter stems should be 

longer.  If they are open on both ends, close one end with a little ball of modeling clay and let it dry. 

 



Photo: 417mag.com 

If you are using corrugated cardboard: make sure you have a piece that is no longer than 6 inches, meas-

ured along the lines of the cardboard.  Roll it up as tight as you can, to make an uneven tube; you 

can use a 6 inch length of paper towel tubing to hold it.  Stop up one end with modeling clay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you are using newspaper: roll the paper around a pencil, hold 

it closed with a small piece of tape, and pinch one end 

closed and tape it shut.  Make sure the sticky part of the 

tape will not be touched by the bees inside.   

 

To make your job easier, stuff several stems or paper rolls into 6-inch sections of paper towel tubes.  

This will hold small bundles of stems and straws neatly. 

 

 

Stuff as many tubes as will fit into the can, with the closed ends at the back.  

You should see all open ends, and they should mostly be inside the edge 

of the can, not sticking out. 
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Managing your hotel 

Placement:  

If you mounted your can on a piece of board, you can use the drill and some longer screws to fasten 

the board to a tree or a strong wooden post.  If you did not have a board to mount the hotel, find a 

spot where you can wedge it securely, like a narrow tree branch angle, or a cinderblock wall.  You 

can stuff rags around the sides, or tie it with twine, to make it fit more tightly.   (Bees don’t like their 

nests to wiggle or blow around.) 

 

The can should be 3 to 5 feet off the ground, in a sheltered place, where it won’t get bumped or have 

lots of water pouring on it in the rain.  Bee hotels are best facing south or southeast, but if that’s 

not an option, just make sure it is sheltered, and in a spot where no one will disturb it. 

Care of your hotel:   

After you install your hotel, leave it alone.  

You can observe it once in a while, but 

don’t touch it.  When bees have finished 

laying eggs in a tube, they will seal the 

open end.  (If they don’t use the hotel this 

year, next year you can leave it where it is, 

or try putting it in another spot.) 
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In late autumn, when the weather is cold:  

You may need:  

 A cardboard box big enough to hold the bee hotel 

 Scissors 

If bees have been using the hotel, you will need to manage it.  (You can tell because the tubes with 

bees in them have been sealed up.)  Your goal is to let the hibernating bees stay safe through the 

winter, but not to allow new bees to use the same nesting tubes.  Using the same tubes every 

year will lead to bee diseases and parasites.  

 

Get your cardboard box ready: cut a small opening (the size 

of a golf ball or even smaller) on the side of the box, very 

near the bottom.  (This lets bees see the light and escape 

the box when they wake in spring, but prevents new bees 

from using the old stems in the box.)  

 

Gently remove the nesting material from the hotel and put 

it in the box, then close the flaps.  (If the tubes stick, or  

      you are afraid you will crush them, put the whole hotel in 

      the box.)   

 Store the box in your unheated garage, or another place that is cold in win-

ter, but does not get very wet or covered with snow.  You can leave it out-

side in a sheltered spot, with a lightweight waterproof covering like a board 

or garbage bag laid over the top, but don’t seal it inside anything airtight.  

(And don’t store it in your house!) 

 

In very early spring, prepare your hotel and release last year’s bees: 

Wipe the inside of the empty hotel can clean with rubbing alcohol.  Refill your hotel can with new 

stems or straws, and put it up again.    

 

Put the box, which should contain the hibernating bees in nesting material, outside in a sheltered 

place until midsummer.  In July, you can throw away the box and the nesting material, as the bees 

should have left by then.   


