                                       AUSTRALIA’S STINGLESS BEES

One species of Australia’s stingless bees has been called the ‘The lazy bee’ or even sometimes the ‘Dole Bludger’.  It has evolved in areas that commonly experience long periods of drought, with limited food resources. These bees won’t come out of their hives unless it’s worth their while. The species is Austroplebeia australis Freise (Apidae: Meliponini), one of ten species of Australian stingless bee. 
While most of the 1,500 or so of native bees are solitary and do sting, the two genera Austroplebeia and Trigona  (containing ten species between them) are social and stingless. These stingless, social bees don’t occur in the colder parts of Australia – Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia, Australian Capital Territory and the southern half of Western Australian and the colder areas of New South Wales.
Little is known about the role of native bees in pollination, especially crop pollination, however research carried out at the Hawkesbury campus of the University of Western Sydney (UWS) has shown some promise. This research involves one particular species -Austroplebeia australis – and will help to understand its biology, behaviour, species difference and habitat.
The worldwide threat to the European honeybee from pests and disease accentuates the need for alternative pollinators for Australian food crops. Without effective crop pollination, we, the Australian consumer, will lose many of the food choices we currently enjoy.
A. australis live in social colonies and produce ‘clusters’ of brood (the nursery). These nurseries vary according to the space available thus enabling the brood to be established in restricted cavities within small tree hollows. Only Austroplebeia sp and Trigona sp form these social colonies. Other species are solitary with a female bee having mated, raising her own eggs in a small nest. 
A. australis being a warm climate bee are most commonly found in arid inland areas of Australia. Their food sources are therefore unreliable. To conserve energy during periods of poor food resources, foraging bees will remain in their hives for extended periods, closing the nest entrance to protect themselves from predators, e.g. ants.

Hive predators are attacked by individual bees which bite and grapple with the intruder. In the event of larger invasions, bees band together in cooperative groups and plaster the intruders with a mix of resin and wax (cerumen) until they are entombed alive. The bodies are dismantled over several days, then removed from the hive.
Research has shown that A. australis are very long lived with the average age being 161 days. A colony affected by drought, that subsequently reduces its foraging activity, may have a maximum age of up to 289 days.

We are fortunate to have these hives placed in the Garden by Alan Beil from the Tara region. Alan is a longtime native bee enthusiast and has been concerned about the bee’s loss of habitat through clearing and burning. He has shared his invaluable longterm discoveries with Megan Halcroft, a PhD student at UWS who is currently working on A. australis, to broaden their knowledge and the scope of their findings.
These hives are flourishing here at Myall Park Botanic Garden owing to the regular supply of pollen and nectar from the continuous flowering of the wide range of Australian native plants.

For further information  ‘Australian Stingless Bees’ by John Klumpp

www.aussiebee.com.au 
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