
 

 

Tormentil Mining Bee 
Andrena tarsata 

 

Named after its near-dependency on Tormentil Potentilla 

erecta pollen, Tormentil Mining Bee is a small (6–7.5mm), 

black solitary bee in the family Andrenidae, which – in 

Britain and Ireland – comprises 67 species of Andrena 

‘mining bee’ (named for their habit of excavating nest 

burrows in the earth) and two species of Panurgus ‘shaggy 

bee’. Female Tormentil Mining Bees are unique in the genus 

for having a three- toothed mandible and are easily 

identified by their orange hide tibiae and tarsi, black thorax 

with dense, pale hair grey hair fringes either side of the 

lowest segment (propodeum) and a shiny black abdomen 

with weak whitish hair bands. Males differ from similarly 

yellow-faced Andrena by possessing black hairs on top of 

the thorax and partly orange tarsi. Andrena tarsata forages 

unusually rapidly for a mining bee, with a fast scrabbling 

action, and moves quickly between flowers.  

Lifecycle 

Flies from late May to late August, peaking in June–July.  

Males emerge first. Females nest independently in burrows, 

sometimes in loose aggregation. They build a cell for each 

egg, stock them with pollen from Tormentil and sometimes 

the congeneric, cultivated Shrubby Cinquefoil P. fruticosa. 

Bees also nectar at other plants, e.g. brambles Rubus, 

heathers Erica, Yarrow Achillea millefolium and Harebell 

Campanula rotundifolia. Larvae overwinter in their cells 

before emerging as an adult. A rare cuckoo bee (Tormentil 

Nomad Bee Nomada roberjeotiana) is a nest parasite of 

Tormentil Mining Bee, eating the host’s food stores. 

Habitat  

Favours acidic habitats such as lowland and upland 

heathland, moors, acid grasslands, rush pastures, and 

heathy woodland rides and glades, frequenting areas with 

large stands of Tormentil within 250m of nest sites. Also 

known from brownfield sites with base-poor rocks or soils 
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and sometimes gardens in the Scottish Highlands where 

Shrubby Cinquefoil grows. Needs sunlit and sheltered areas: 

nest burrows are in light, bare or sparsely vegetated, sunny, 

south-facing soils, typically on a low bank or bare path.  

 

Nesting site of Tormentil Mining Bee (although the bank is a little grassed 
over), Davidstow Wood, Cornwall (© John Walters/johnwalters.co.uk). 

Distribution 

Although widespread across Britain in suitable habitat, the 

distribution of Tormentil Mining Bee has declined severely 

since 1970, since when it has been lost from c. 50% of sites. 

It has become scarce in many areas, and remains common 

only very locally. The strongholds appear to be Yorkshire 

plus Cornwall, Devon and Dorset. 

GB status and rarity  

Nationally Scarce. 

Protection under the law 

The Tormentil Mining Bee is included in Section 41 

(England) of the National Environment and Rural 

Communities Act (2006) as a species “of principal 

importance for the purpose of conserving biodiversity”. 

Survey method 

The key is to locate stands of Tormentil and observe them 

(and other potential forage flowers) regularly from mid-

June to late July to determine the presence of foraging 

Tormentil mining bees. Visits of c. 30 minutes per Tormentil 

patch may be appropriate. Ideally, bees should be caught to 

confirm identification. Areas of bare ground, e.g. banks and 

tracks, within 250 m of Tormentil should be checked for 

potential nest sites. It would be useful to assess the 

availability of foraging resource by quantifying the amount 

of Tormentil bloom available.  

Reasons for decline 

Most likely, Tormentil Mining Bee has declined due to the 

loss, fragmentation and degradation of Tormentil-rich 

heathland and moorland. Over-grazing can reduce 

Tormentil coverage, while under-grazing may constrain bare 

ground needed for nesting. Cattle have also been recorded 

trampling one nesting area. As a predominantly northern 

bee, the species may be vulnerable to climate change. Hot, 

dry summers may reduce the amount of flowering 

Tormentil, which constrains available pollen availability. But 

even where large stands of Tormentil remain, the bee can 

be absent, suggesting that other factors are at play.  

Habitat management  

Maximise the abundance of flowering Tormentil by: 
avoiding cutting or heavy grazing from June to August 
(perhaps March to September); conducting controlled 
burning of scrub on a 3+-year rotation; (on heathland) 
maintaining structural diversity so that Tormentil can 
grow in grass clearings, plus preserving both Tormentil-
rich verges and firebreaks; and (in acid grassland) 
avoiding use of fertilisers/pesticides and removing 
cuttings. Keep known or potential nesting areas free of 
encroaching vegetation (e.g. through suitable grazing 
regimes) – and consider constructing artificial nest sites 
(‘bee banks’). On brownfield sites, encourage and 
maintain Tormentil-rich heathland or acid grassland. In 
urban areas adjacent to sites where the bee is found, 
consider planting Shrubby Cinquefoil as potential forage. 
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