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relevant to Florida. These profiles are intended for the use
of interested laypersons with some knowledge of biology as
well as academic audiences.

Introduction

Habropoda laboriosa Fabricius (1804) is a solitary bee
species in the family Apidae, subfamily Apinae, tribe
Anthophorini (Figure 1). The bee can be found throughout
the southeastern United States. As the common name
suggests, it was once thought to be an oligolectic pollinator
of blueberry flowers in the genus Vaccinium, meaning the
bee was thought to specialize in blueberry flowers only.
However, additional research has discovered a much
broader pollen diet including plants such as those in the
genus Gelsemium, which includes Carolina jessamine
(Gelsemium sempervirens; Pascarella 2007).
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Figure 1. Adult female, top, and male, bottom,
southeastern blueberry bee, Habropoda laboriosa.
Credit: USGS Native Bee Inventory and Monitoring,
https://www.flickr.com https://creativecommons.org

Distribution

Despite the common name, Habropoda laboriosa is not
limited to the southeast (Figure 2). Members of the species
have been found ranging from New Jersey south into
Florida and west into Illinois and Mississippi (Mitchell
1962; Danforth et al. 2019). The map below (Figure 2)
shows reported sightings throughout the Midwest as well
as isolated sightings in Utah, California, Canada, and
Mexico. However, the map is based on museum collections
and may not be completely accurate.


https://www.flickr.com/photos/usgsbiml/albums/72157664851531841/https:/creativecommons.org/publicdomain/mark/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/mark/1.0/

Figure 2. Distribution of Habropoda laboriosa. Each
yellow dot represents a recorded sighting.

Credit: Map at Discover Life © Designed by The
Polistes Corporation; yellow dot credits

Description

Eggs: The eggs of this species are white and cylindrical
with a small curve, and the dimensions are approximately
2.6 mm long by 0.7 mm wide (Cane 1994).

Larvae: The larvae of Habropoda laboriosa, like most bee
species, are white and resemble legless grubs (Michener,
2007).

Adults: Habropoda laboriosa length ranges from 13 mm-
16 mm. Females (Figure 1, top) are typically longer than
males, measuring 15 mm-16 mm while males (Figure 1,
bottom) measure 13 mm-14 mm (Mitchell 1962). Both
genders have yellow hairs on the thorax, and the head and
abdomen are completely black. The males can be
differentiated from females by the yellow setae on their
clypeus (face) (Figure 1) (Mitchell 1962).

Figure 3. Adult female southeastern blueberry bee,
Habropoda laboriosa.

Credit: USGS Native Bee Inventory and Monitoring,
https://www.flickr.com https:/creativecommons.org

Like other species within the family Apidae, Habropoda
laboriosa are covered in small hairs, or setae, that aid in
pollen collection. These are especially prominent on the
legs (Figure 4). Two apical spurs on the hind tibiae help to
distinguish Habropoda laboriosa and other digger bees
from honey bees (Figure 5, Borror and White 1970).

Figure 4. Adult female southeastern blueberry bee,
Habropoda laboriosa, collecting pollen on her hind
legs.

Credit: Photo by Pamela Cowart-Rickman,
pcowartrickmanphoto, some rights reserved (CC BY-
NC); https://www.inaturalist.org

Figure 5. Hind leg of adult female southeastern
blueberry bee, Habropoda laboriosa. The red arrow is
pointing to the two apical spurs.

Credit: H. Glenn Hall,
https://entnemdept.ufl.edu/hallg/melitto/Intro.htm
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Life Cycle and Biology

Habropoda laboriosa overwinter in underground nests and
emerge as adults in spring to coincide with the blooming of
plants in the genus Vaccinium (Cane 1994; Michener
2007). The males emerge first, and patrol nesting sites
inhabited by multiple females while waiting for females to
emerge (Cane 1994). Mating occurs once females emerge.
The female will locate a nest site, usually in sandy soils
near Vaccinium plants. Females may nest together in
groups (gregariously) (Danka et al. 2019). Each nest
contains an average of two brood cells lined with a waxy
secretion that is thought to prevent microbial invasion of
the pollen provisions as well as to maintain acceptable
humidity levels within the brood cell. Each cell contains a
single egg and pollen to feed the developing larvae (Cane
1994). Larvae develop inside the enclosed cell but do not
spin cocoons (Michener 2007).

Economic Impact

Both male and female adult Habropoda laboriosa are
important pollinators of blueberry flowers in the genus
Vaccinium. They are capable of buzz pollination, or floral
sonication, that the blueberries require (Cane and Payne
1988). The bee vibrates its flight muscles while holding the
flower to create a buzzing sound that causes the flower to
release pollen. Each female Habropoda laboriosa can visit
as many as 50,000 Vaccinium flowers. A typical female
blueberry bee accounts for approximately 6,000
blueberries in her lifetime, valued at $20.00 in 1997 (Cane
1997), or nearly $40.00 in 2024. Habropoda laboriosa bees
are more effective pollinators of cultivated blueberries
than are honey bees (Apis mellifera) (Danka et al. 2019).
Recent explorations of the relationship between bee
density and fruit set in blueberries have uncovered an
overall low density of wild bee pollinators in cultivated
blueberries (Mallinger et al. 2021). Phenology, or the
timing of emergence, may not coincide well between
Habropoda laboriosa and the blooming of cultivated
blueberries. Since males emerge first and do not collect
pollen to provision a nest, there is some concern that males
do not effectively pollinate blueberries. Although there is
no clear evidence for cultivated blueberries, research on
the pollination of another species, Carolina jessamine
(Gelsemium sempervirens), showed males to be as effective
as females in pollination (Pascarella 2010).

Management

Since Habropoda laboriosa are such efficient pollinators of
blueberry plants, their presence should be encouraged.
The species will nest in exposed sandy soil near blueberry
plants (Cane 1994). However, females will become
disoriented and lose the ability to locate their nests if the
landscape is disturbed, so alterations to the landscape
should be minimized (Cane 1994). No parasitic bee species
were found to affect Habropoda laboriosa, but infestations
of Argentine ants, Iridomyrmex humilis, did cause females

to abandon their nests (Cane 1994). Thus, pest
management strategies that control ants without
disturbing bees may be considered if trying to preserve
Habropoda laboriosa within a defined property. More
research must be conducted to determine the feasibility of
introducing Habropoda laboriosa to blueberry fields (Cane
1994). Protection of natural habitats and cultivated
blueberry fields is crucial to the conservation of Habropoda
laboriosa, as decreases in both habitat types led to
decreases in pollen collection and body size of the species
(Anderson et al. 2024). Other crops, such as peaches, can
support Habropoda laboriosa, but the prevalence of the
species depends on the diversity of habitats existing
around the orchards (Tayal et al. 2024). Since Habropoda
laboriosa relies heavily on blueberry plants, the spring
emergence of the bee must coincide with the blueberry
blooming period to ensure the success of both species.
Changes in the phenology of one or both species may
prevent the alignment of flowering and bee emergence,
potentially causing a decline in Habropoda laboriosa
(Weaver and Mallinger 2022).

Figure 2 Credits

Habropoda laboriosa @ American Museum of Natural
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