
 

 

Back from the Brink – Species summary  

Shrill Carder Bee 
 

 

BftB project: SP11 Shrill Carder Bee Species Recovery Project 

 

Project lead organisation: Bumblebee Conservation Trust  

 

Contact: enquiries@bumblebeeconservation.org 

 

Partner organisation for species: Buglife  
 

Species name – 

common & scientific 
Shrill carder bee Bombus sylvarum 

Photograph 

 
© Neil Aldridge / Back from the Brink 

Taxon group 
Invertebrate – aculeate Hymenoptera  

Bombus - Bumblebees 

Conservation status IUCN (Provisional status) Vulnerable 

UK distribution 

The Shrill carder bee is found in southern England and South Wales. Following 

large declines in recent decades, the species is now restricted to 5 meta-

populations in UK,  2 of these are in England (Somerset and the Thames 

Estuary, south Essex coast and north Kent coast) and 3 are in south Wales 

(Pembrokeshire – Castlemartin, Glamorgan- Bridgend, Neath Port Talbot and 

the Gwent Levels) 

 

For maps and further details of species distribution see the Shrill carder bee 

species knowledge review. 

Habitat associations 

Shrill carder bee has broad habitat associations. The species has been observed 

predominantly in open areas, often tall, grasslands, with a scruffy element to 

them, plus a litter layer and abundant and varied forage. They have been found 

to be associated with a variety of open, flower-rich habitats (particularly late 

flowering habitats) and habitat mosaics, including but not exclusive to: 

traditionally managed hay meadows and pastures, grass-scrub mosaics chalk 

downland, sand dunes, brownfield sites, field ditches, coastal and floodplain 

grazing marsh, sea walls and saltmarsh edges. There is a need for nesting 
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habitats to be close to flower-rich areas for forage. Requires abundant flower-

rich habitat throughout flight season (April – October) 

BftB work carried 

out: 
 

Survey & Monitoring  

The project carried out targeted monitoring of the Shrill carder bee throughout 

the delivery phase.  90 sites were surveyed in total (52 in the South west 

(Somerset and Wiltshire and 38 in the Thames Estuary) with Shrill Carder Bee 

found at 31 of these survey sites (10 in the South West and 21 in the Thames 

Estuary).  

 

In total, 7 ‘BeeBlitz’ survey events were carried out (5 in the South West and 2 

in the Thames Estuary) with the aim to cover larger areas with a larger group of 

staff, land managers and volunteers. 

 

In 2019 a contractor was employed to survey a number of sites in the 

Somerset population area.  

Sites habitat 

management works 

One of the aims of the project was to facilitate habitat creation and improved 

management for Shrill carder bee across the landscape through engagement 

and face to face advice. The 2 project officers engaged with landowners 

delivering face to face and bespoke site management advice to encourage 

sympathetic land management for Shrill carder bee at 55 sites across the two 

English populations in Somerset and Thames Estuary, covering over 189ha. 

Technical advice 

provision 

Simple management actions included relaxing cutting regimes to allow 

flowering later into the year to cover the full flying period of Shrill Carder Bee 

adults, changing approaches to grazing management and encouraging uncut 

grass areas to provide nesting opportunities. However, advice was also offered 

for long-term ambitions such as future wildflower seeding and enhancement of 

swards using yellow rattle to suppress grass growth. Most site visits were 

followed up with site visit advisory reports and maps. Four sites (2 in each 

population area) were adopted as case study sites with case study reports 

written up and published. These case studies are available on the BftB and 

BBCT project webpages. 

Links made with 

other taxa / 

conservation work? 

 

This project was a single species project with secondary species. However, on 

some sites there was a wider focus on invertebrates and pollinators rather than 

just Shrill Carder Bee and other bumblebees. This helped with engagement 

with some land managers and at particular sites where encouraging a range of 

species was a priority rather than a single species approach. Shrill Carder Bee 

was always the key consideration but advising on a wider suite of species was 

an important approach at some sites. Work in Somerset with the Plantlife-led 

Colour in the Margins project running a joint farm workshop for bees and 

arable plants was a good example of a multi-taxon approach employed by the 

project. Similarly, collaboration with RSPB’s Turtle dove advisor in Essex led to 
a joint pollinator and Turtle dove workshop in Essex for farmers. 
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Wider engagement & 

advocacy activities? 

One of the most significant wider engagement and advocacy activities that was 

carried out included development of the Shrill carder bee conservation 

strategy. This is involved at least 5 meetings and workshops involving a wide 

range of stakeholders from across the conservation sector working together to 

develop a 10-yr recovery plan for the species 

 

In addition, the project delivered a number of wider engagement outcomes for 

people. For example, 19 bumblebee ecology talks were delivered (10 in South 

West, 9 in Thames Estuary) 

12 public bumblebee ID workshops were delivered (7 in South west and 5 in 

the Thames Estuary). In addition to these, 17 field sessions and guided walks 

took place. Evaluation and feedback from these activities were positive 

suggesting that participants would go on to make changes in their behaviour 

e.g. gardening for bumblebees and/or would get involved in bumblebee ID and 

monitoring activities. 

 

A total of 65 volunteers gave 186 hours of time to the project with many 

taking part in practical habitat creation task events such as grassland 

management and wildflower plug planting. 

BftB results obtained:  

Recorded 

Distribution (in BftB 

focal areas) 

Please see BftB Shrill carder bee final project report and Shrill carder bee 

knowledge review documents for details and maps of Shrill carder bee 

distribution in BftB focal areas. 

Recorded Abundance 

of species 

populations 

Currently unknown. As a eusocial species, the effective population size is the 

number of reproductive individuals. These populations are supplemented by 

colonies of dozens of sterile workers produced by a single queen. 

Other results 

documented? 

• List of sites in project areas with SCB recorded during project delivery 

• Beewalk data analysis (number of SCB seen per km walked across 

project transects) 

• See BFTB final project report for these results  

Species Recovery 

Curve progress made 

Baseline score (in 2014) – 1 

Final score attained – 5  

 

The project has improved our understanding of the distribution of B. sylvarum 

in England as a result of targeted surveys by project officers, volunteers and 

contractors. With more monitoring set up as a result of the project (in the form 

of BeeWalks, BBCT’s national bumblebee recording scheme), we have more 
information about abundance as well. However, there are gaps in coverage and 

more years of data are needed for a longer-term picture and to reliably assess 

and monitor population abundance. A national monitoring plan for Shrill Carder 

Bee will be developed as part of the 10-year conservation strategy.  

 

While we have a reasonable understanding of the ecology and habitat 

requirements of the species, several knowledge gaps have been identified, 

such as nesting and overwintering requirements, and genetic analysis. 

Research actions have been included in the 10-year conservation strategy to 

address these gaps in knowledge and several academic institutions are keen to 

work with us on these.  

A comprehensive threats analysis was carried out for the species as part of the 

conservation planning process and remedial actions have been identified in the 

strategy, although some threats require further research to fully understand 

the impact on this species.  
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Improvements to habitats in Shrill Carder Bee population areas in England has 

been implemented as part of Back from the Brink. However, due to the short-

term nature of the project, there has not been scope to fully test whether 

these recovery solutions have been effective. There are stark differences 

between the two Shrill Carder Bee populations in England. The Thames 

Estuary population appears to be much stronger with greater abundance and a 

wider distribution. In contrast, Shrill carder bee are found in very low numbers 

in Somerset and the distribution is scattered. 

Other measures of 

species recovery 

progress? e.g. FCS 

None to date but these are being developed through the monitoring and 

evaluation programme of the Shrill carder bee conservation strategy 2020-

2030 

Recommendations for 

future work:- 

Priority actions identified for the recovery of Shrill carder bee are outlines in 

the species conservation strategy – see ‘A Conservation strategy for Shrill 
carder bee Bombus sylvarum in England and Wales 2020-2030’  strategy 

document for full details of species recovery goals and objectives.  

 

Key actions include-  

 

• Development of Local Implementation Plans in each Shrill Carder Bee 

population area. 

• Development of a national Shrill carder bee population monitoring 

strategy. 

• Development of new landscape-scale, land-manager engagement and 

habitat creation projects to increase size, quality and connectivity of 

Shrill carder bee habitat. 

• To address a range of current knowledge gaps on species ecology and 

the impact of a range of pressures on the species e.g. climate change, 

disease, pesticides. Genetic studies are required to determine the 

current population size and extent of possible inbreeding of the Shrill 

Carder Bee. This has been identified as a key research action in the 

Conservation Strategy 
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