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T\URfNG high summer of thrs
lJyear I was fortunate to be able
to observe a fascinating event in the
garden, featuring native solitary
bees, Megachile sp, and a delightful
parasitic wasp, Gasteruption sp.
These wasps lay their eggs in the
nests of bees and other wasps,
cuckoo fashion. They are known as
cleptoparasites.

The little Megachile is related
to the reasonably familiar and
adaptable leafcutterbees that leaves
those sculptural semi-circles in rose
and other leaves. She makes use of
bamboo stakes and holes in fence
posts and pergolas to build her nests
which she constructs from
masticated leaf liagments and resin
from gum trees.

The nests are provided with
pollen and nectar [bee-bread] to feed
the developing young. On the farm,
I have observed them favouring
Marr i  and grev i l lea leaves for
construction, and vertical bamboo
s t a k e s .  M y r t a c e o u s  p o l l e n  i s
favoured, and nest building
coincides with Marri flowering, and
also Melaleuca huegelii. No co-
incidence, I don't think. Bamboo
stakes are in abundance on the farm,
as we use ihem in groups of 3 or 4
with all the tree guards we provide
for our seedlings. One reason for
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favouring the vertical stakes may
become clear as this story unfolds.

The Megachile bee in this story
is slightly smaller than a feral
honeybee, about 15mm, with bright
orange hair on the face and tip ofthe
abdomen, and strongly marked in
furry white and black. I initially
noticed her working away at a
grevillea, rasping away fragments
of leaf, .rather than cutting circles
like the related leafcutters. She flew
repeatedly between a bamboo
garden stake, the Marri trees for
resin and pollen, and the grevillea
for leaf matter, climbing right into
the bamboo with her booty, but
making sure the exit was plugged
firmly with her abodomen.

A wise move it appears, as I saw
other bees arrive at the nest and
appear to be trying to leverher out.
They would actually grasp her
abdomen and pull with might and
main ! Without success, I might add.

Then as ifthat wasn't enough to
contend with, a gasteruptid wasp
arrived, observing her carefully from
a neighbouring banksia. These
wasps are amazing- looking
creatures with an extremely long
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ovipositor that looks quite unwieldy.
Everytime she would leave on
another foray, the wasp would fly to
the stake, back up, and try to insert
her ovipositor into the nest. The
ovipositor is inside a protective
sheath when not being used, so the
impression is of it splitting in two,
with one being held away ftom the
body for balance. A1l attempts by
the wasp failed to get the angle
correct, the vertical stake proved
justtoo hicky. Interestingly, no bees
used horizontal stakes, which I had
provided as well. and maybe this is
why, to foil the wasps. I saw the
wasps successfully laying eggs in
many bee nests elsewhere that were
made into horizonlal wood holes.

Eventually, after some 4 hours,
the nest was finished, and after a
few hours it dried glass-hard and
waterproof. This nest building has
been repeated numerous times all
over the farm, but I will be watching
that one special nest, so close to my
back door, very closely next spring.

Margaret Moir can be contacted at
Olive Hill Farm, Margaret River,
email : o I iv ehill@wn. c om. au
Would you like to learn more about
native bees? I/isit the Australian
Native Bee email study group:
ht tp : / /gr oup s. y aho o. c om/gr o up/
ANBees/
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