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NATIVE BEES

P

to learn that the bushland around Perth contains numerous native bees and that
Western Australia has as many as 800 species—Australia as a whole has over 2000. This is an amazing
number and it is likely that further species are yet to be discovered.
Over millennia, native bees have evolved in close association with the plants they gather pollen and nectar
from, and by pollinating a wide range of flowers, they play a vital role in keeping the bushland viable and healthy.
Native bee species differ greatly in their behaviour. Some are specialists, visiting a limited range of plants;
others, such as blue-banded bees, are more generalised and visit a variety of flower species, exotics included.
While a few highly social northern species build hives, the bees of the southwest of the state are mostly solitary,
though some are primitively social. Nesting sites are varied and usually species-specific. Many bees burrow in
the soil, some chew out galleries in pithy stems or rotting wood, while others use hollow plant stems or burrows
left by wood borers or the vacated nests of mud-wasps.
Native bees are active in the warmer months when most wildflowers are in bloom. So from now until the
weather cools again in autumn, these enchanting insects—
that go largely unnoticed by people—will be performing their
important work in the native bushland around us.
While most native bees are capable of stinging, they are not
aggressive, and will sting only if handled. A further appealing
feature is that they are strictly vegetarian, feeding themselves
and their brood entirely on pollen and nectar; thus they do not
destroy in order to live.
Native bees that people would perhaps be familiar with are
those that often visit domestic gardens: the blue-banded
bees, noted for the distinct blue and black bands on their
abdomen; and the leaf-cutter bees which cut neat circular or
elliptical pieces from the leaves of roses and other plants—the
females use these pieces of leaf to construct their brood cells.
Other species, too, visit gardens, and if you wish to help
them, you can do so by drilling small holes of various widths
and lengths into a plank of (untreated) wood and hanging it in
a sheltered place in the garden. These holes will be readily
used as brood chambers by a number of species of native bee.
Another way to attract native bees to your garden is by
growing a range of native plants. Jacksonia, Dianella,
Lechenaultia, Dasypogon, Regelia, Verticordia and Calytrix are
some of the many local plant species favoured by these very
special insects.
EOPLE ARE OFTEN SURPRISED

Top: A blue-banded bee laden with pollen. Bottom: A leaf-cutter
bee using her mandibles to cut a piece from a rose leaf; she will fold
the piece of leaf between her legs and fly away with it to her nest.

Above: Some of the many different types of native bees that occur in bushland reserves in Forrestdale (most of the
photographs were taken at Anstey-Keane Dampland). Native bees can differ greatly in appearance; some are large and
strikingly attractive, others tiny and inconspicuous. It should be noted that the prevailing bee species seen foraging on
native flowers in metropolitan nature reserves is the introduced European honey bee. Through competition for floral
resources this pervasive insect can have a damaging impact on native bees and other nectar-feeding wildlife.

EUROPEAN HONEY BEE (Apis melifera)

F

in the early 1800s, the European honey bee is—when managed properly—
invaluable in its role as pollinator of agricultural crops, and as a provider of honey. But when colonies of
feral honey bees overrun natural ecosystems—which they have done over much of the continent—honey bees
can cause significant problems.
One problem is that feral honey bees invade tree hollows to build their hives. When they do this they displace
or even kill native birds, mammals and insects that use the hollows for their homes and nest sites.
It is a sad fact that large tree hollows suitable for native animals have become scarce because of bushfires
and land clearing. So when wildlife has to compete with feral bees for remaining hollows, the long-term future
of declining species such as black cockatoos is put at greater risk.
A further problem is that feral bees compete with nectar-feeding wildlife for food. They typically gather in
large numbers on a broad range of native flowers and are active for longer periods than native insects.
Although scientific data detailing the impacts of feral honey bees on nectar-feeding wildlife is limited, there
can be little doubt that the consequences of unremitting competition with honey bees—particularly concerning
insects such as native bees—are damaging.
For these reasons native animals need help, and control of feral beehives in bushland is an important
conservation measure. To give wildlife the chance to find sufficient food and raise young without undue
competition from feral bees, continuing efforts need to be made to exterminate feral beehives found in national
parks and nature reserves.
IRST INTRODUCED INTO AUSTRALIA

Above: A European honey bee (right) and a blue-banded bee foraging on a Dasypogon bromeliifolius flower.
Below: Honey bees raiding various native flowers growing in nature reserves around Perth. Numerous wildflower species
are exploited by honey bees; this is an example of just a few.

HARRISDALE SWAMP (Bush Forever site 253)

H

is a 98.4 hectare conservation reserve in Perth’s south-eastern suburb of Harrisdale
(formerly part of Forrestdale) in the City of Armadale. As part of the Jandakot Regional Park, the reserve is
managed by the Department of Parks and Wildlife (DPaW), but because over half of the reserve is still privately
owned, problems persist concerning its management as a whole.
About 28 hectares of the reserve is vegetated and open wetland, most of which requires good winter rain to
become inundated, but much of the open seasonal
wetland that holds water most years is in the
southern section of the reserve that is still privately
owned. Because of the lack of adequate fencing and
management of this private section, the wetland
and surrounding bushland suffers considerable
illegal abuse by joyriders and rubbish dumpers.
Despite this, much of Harrisdale Swamp—about
60%—remains in pristine to very good condition. A
range of Swan Coastal Plain vegetation types are
represented in the reserve, including mixed open
forests containing sheoaks, eucalypts and Christmas
trees; banksia woodlands; swamp paperbark and
modong thickets; heathlands and sedgelands.
Harrisdale Swamp has many colourful, unusual
and interesting wildflowers which make a walk through the reserve especially enjoyable; and the firm sand
tracks throughout allow for easy walking. The best times to see the wildflowers in bloom are late winter and
spring.
ARRISDALE SWAMP

Some of the wildflowers to be found at Harrisdale Swamp. Clockwise from top left: Jug orchid (Pterostylis recurva);
Hibbertia vaginata; common hovea (Hovea trisperma); dwarf sheoak (Allocasuarina humilis); star of Bethlehem, also
called blue tinsel lily (Calectasia narragara); Aotus procumbens; blue squill (Chamaescilla corymbosa); basket flower
(Adenanthos obovatus); white cranberry (Astroloma xerophyllum); running postman (Kennedia prostrata).

Above: Part of the open wetland in Harrisdale Swamp that holds water for several months of the year.

Below: Much of the reserve is in pristine to very good condition.

Harrisdale Swamp is a stunning reserve with some outstanding features. It is indeed a great asset to the
community. But it needs better care. To enable this invaluable Bush Forever site to be fenced and managed
properly as a whole, the government needs to secure the southern half that is still privately owned. As
mentioned before, this section suffers abysmal neglect and mistreatment. Until the government acquires the
southern block, these problems will remain—and the longer the abuse continues, the more difficult the area
will be to restore.

WORKING BEE – Harrisdale Swamp
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of August 25, five members of the Friends of Forrestdale—Debbie, David, Ian,
Jim and Bryony—conducted another rubbish pick-up in the bushland; this time in the government-owned
northern section of Harrisdale Swamp, along Wright Road. We worked for three hours (with our all-important
tea break in the shade of a beautiful prickly bark tree) and covered about 500 metres, filling 21 bags.
Much of the rubbish we picked up had clearly been there for some time and comprised diverse items such
as a medicine ball, two toy scimitars, a pair of old sneakers sporting a lush crop of moss and a small rusty safe
with its door prized off. But the bulk of the rubbish consisted of the usual cool drink cans, bottles and snack
food packets.
While rubbish is indeed a significant problem in the reserve—particularly in the southern, privately owned
section—it is not the only one.
As with many metropolitan nature
reserves, weeds are a major threat too.
And one of the most serious in Harrisdale
Swamp is Sydney golden wattle (Acacia
longifolia). Native to south-eastern
Australia, this invasive weed, which
grows into a medium-size tree, self-seeds
profusely and has spread over several
hectares of the reserve, particularly in the
wetter areas.
While DPaW staff have been doing a
great job reducing the number of mature
specimens of this weed, many young
plants remain. These need to be removed
while they are still easy to deal with and
before they start to produce seeds.
This is why a revival of the Friends of
Harrisdale Swamp would be so beneficial.
Owing to staff and budget cuts, DPaW
officers are unfortunately unable to do as
much as they would like.
So dedicated volunteers who care
passionately about the environment are
vital in helping to carry out essential jobs
such as weeding and rubbish removal in
our precious and vulnerable bushland.
N THE WARM SUNNY MORNING

Top: Friends of Forrestdale picking up
rubbish in Harrisdale Swamp. And Ian, Jim,
Debbie and David with the filled bags stacked
for later collection by DPaW.
Bottom: Sydney golden wattle (Acacia
longifolia). While this plant is undoubtedly
attractive, it does not belong here and if left
unchecked can be a serious environmental
weed.

Friends of Forrestdale www.forrestdalefriends.com.au

Photos © Bryony Fremlin

