
The Season So Far… 
Spring 2020 was our sunniest on record, with the UK treated 
to over 600 hours of glorious sunshine for the period. This 
factor wasn’t as significant for our bees as you may think 
though, as our ‘sunniest’ Spring was not consistently our 
warmest.  That said, things did get started with a bang in mid-
March for us at MasonBees HQ, with bees emerging a couple 
of weeks earlier than we’d usually expect. It wasn’t to last, 
though and some very inconsistent temperatures over the 
ensuing weeks resulted in emergence becoming a much more 
protracted, stop-start affair. It eventually took until the first 
week of June before the last of our bees emerged, which is 
much later than usual. With a swift start and slow finish, I 
suppose it all balanced out, really. Despite the unusual timing, 
the vast majority of our bees did emerge and went on to nest 
successfully, producing a healthy amount of occupied tubes!  
  

The dark, stormy weather that arrived around the Summer solstice brought activity to a close for our bees. For many 
of you, activity will have finished a lot earlier than this, and for others in the northern regions, it may only just be 
tailing off now. In any case, we sincerely hope that you’ve enjoyed the experience in spite of all that’s been going on, 
and that spending time with these solitary bees over these past weeks and months has in some way helped to 
alleviate the burdens of our new, socially-distanced reality. 
  
Spring Summer Cleaning 
At the crossroads of Spring and Summer, when Red Mason bee nesting 
activity usually comes to its natural close, we highly recommend 
refreshing your nesting site, i.e. restoring your tube holder to pre-season 
conditions by removing and replacing nesting tubes with any signs of Red 
Mason occupation. Although it is incredibly important that only 
completed tubes are removed from the tube holder while the bees are 
nesting, (i.e. tubes with mud caps at both ends), once activity has ceased, 
both completed and partially-completed tubes may also be removed.  
 

Why do this? As we move into 
Summer, we start to see a different 
collection of native pollinators 
appear on the scene – some of whom will also want to make use of the tubes. 
We absolutely want to offer these other bees a place to stay, but it’s best if we 
keep these different species separate from each other, if we can. Not only will 
this prevent any pathogens and parasites spreading between the different 
species, certain Leafcutter species are known to destroy mason bee brood cells 
and ‘evict’ larvae from occupied tubes, before claiming them for themselves! 
Removing occupied tubes will avoid the potential for such conflicts. 
  

Once you can be sure your Red Mason activity has come to an end, take all the 
nesting tubes out of your nesting site(s) and hold each tube up to the light to 



check for occupancy. Any tubes you can see through clearly can be put straight back, provided they are dry and in 
good condition – the inner layers do not need to be replaced if the tube hasn’t been used. All obstructed inner tubes 
– those that don’t allow light to pass through freely – should be removed, stored and replaced with a clean refill 
before the completed tube is returned to the holder.  
  

We Do The Questions, You Do The Answers  
We have had a great amount of feedback this time around, both via 
email and our social media accounts – it would seem on the surface 
that both emergence and nesting rates could collectively be amongst 
our best ever! If this is the case, it will undoubtedly be some very shiny 
silver lining to the dark cloud that was Spring 2020.  
  

To get a better idea of how you all have fared this year, we’ve put 
together a brief survey for Guardians to report on this year’s mason 
bee emergence and nesting results! Not only will receiving your 
answers in advance help us establish how the bees have *actually* 
performed, they will be invaluable in helping us prepare for receiving 
your occupied tubes in the Autumn.  
  

We’d really appreciate it if all who received Red Mason bee cocoons this season could take the time to complete the 
questionnaire found at masonbees.co.uk/survey before the closing date on 30th July. There are only SIX questions, 
and all are multiple choice - the whole thing should take no more than a couple of minutes seconds to complete. 
 

Unexpected Item In The Releasing Area…  
We've had a quite a number of reports from Guardians this season 
regarding brood cells being constructed inside the release boxes. 
This is actually a fairly common occurrence and really is no cause for 
concern!  
 

Red mason bees use pheromones to attract others and mark their 
nests; both the emerging bees and the cocoons emit pheromones 
while inside the release box which will have made it a very attractive 
place indeed. 
 

If you have a release box that now contains structures similar to 
those pictured, (right), we recommend that this too is brought 
indoors at this time of year and stored in the same way as your 
tubes, i.e. in the dark, in an unheated garage or shed.  
 

It won’t be possible to send your release box back to us in 
September, but fortunately these little ‘mud igloos’ can be safely 
removed and the cocoons inside easily extracted for overwinter 
storage at home.  
 

We recommend removing the brood cells in October. To do so, 
simply slide a small, sharp knife along the inside of the release box, 
keeping the blade tight to the wood – as the knife passes behind the cells, they will detach from the wall.  
 

Gather the structures you have removed and drop them into a bowl of lukewarm water. Move the water around and 
the mud will fall away – it will sink to the bottom while the cocoons inside will float to the surface. Remove the 
floating cocoons from the water, rinse in clean water and transfer to a paper towel to dry.  
 

Once the cocoons have completely dried, place inside the plastic tub supplied with your release box and affix the 
breathable lid. Store this sealed tub in the dark, in an unheated garage or shed, until Spring. 
 

No Turning Back..?		
Although having mason bees nesting inside the release box isn’t a major cause for concern, we would much rather 
discourage this behaviour when we can. Nesting in the tubes is both more secure for the bees and we imagine that 
it’s also a lot less effort! 



 

Orienting your release box so the exit holes face North or North-West, 
(i.e. the opposite direction to the tubes), can help to reduce the 
attractiveness to the bees, but it’s not a complete solution. To solve the 
problem, we’ve been puzzling over how to make the release box a one-
way system for years. Not only would this prevent brood cells being 
created inside, a one-way system would also protect cocoons from garden 
creatures that can cause them harm, such as spiders and wasps.  
 

We’re delighted to report that a such solution may finally have been 
found – but not by us! We actually received a couple of one-way 
hacks/mod suggestions from Guardians this year, which we’re incredibly 
grateful for – this ‘wasp baffle’ submission by Josephine Horder is 
arguably the most comprehensive, (see pictures left and right.) 
 

Jo’s technique involves 
securing a piece of garden fleece to the roof that is large enough to cover 
the sides and the front of the release box. The pegs are used as weights 
to ensure the material remains in position, i.e. hanging over the exit holes. 
This addition should provide enough space for all bee species to be able 
to emerge freely from the box while being tight enough to prevent 
anything entering – bee or otherwise - from the other side. 
 

We think this is a fantastic solution to the one-way problem and certainly 
something we can work on incorporating into the design itself. In the 
meantime, we’d recommend those releasing summer species in their 
release boxes at the moment to give this technique a try! 
 

Equipment Return 
We will open our tube returns service on September 1st this year. If you 
do have occupied tubes or drawers to return, please do not send them to us before this date - the bees inside are 
still developing and it’s not quite the right time to transport them yet. An email will be arriving towards the end of 
August with everything you need to know about getting occupied nesting tubes and observation drawers back to us 
safely. Store occupied tubes in a breathable container in unheated garage or shed for the meantime, 
 

Victim of Success? 
If your Red Mason bees have had a successful season, you may well now 
be left with a big drawer-shaped hole in your Lodge for the summer 
months. Can you possibly leave it un-filled at this time, with other solitary 
bees now on the way?  
 

The answer is: yes, that’s 
absolutely fine - you 
don’t need to replace it 
if you don’t want to!  
 

However, if you’re sick 
of the sight of the sad 
shelf space, you also 

have the option of starting afresh and providing the summer bees 
a home with a brand-new drawer, like those pictured on the right! 
 

We're really proud to show off this latest batch of observation 
drawers, which are now available to purchase as standalone items for the first time – both individually (£20 each), 
or as a set of all three sizes – 6mm, 8mm and 10mm (£54). Visit masonbees.co.uk/shop for more information. 
 


