Leafcutter Bees


Every summer you can find the leaves of some of your plants with holes along their edges.  These are not ordinary raggedy holes caused by chewing insects.  They are perfectly round, evenly cut as if someone had taken a large paper punch and snipped out circles from the margins of the leaves giving it a scalloped appearance.  This is caused by the “leaf cutting” bee.


This solitary bee, Megachile perihirta, is an interesting member of a group of beneficial insects in the Megachilid family which includes the highly valued mason bee.  Like the mason bee the, leafcutter bee’s appearance is more like that of a fly rather than a bee.  They have medium size, stout bodies.  They are black with long whitish-yellow hairs below the thorax and abdomen.  It also has pollen brushes below its abdomen, which are often colored bright orange or red.  The bees in this group are not aggressive nor do they sting.


Leaf cutters build their nest in burrows in the ground, or in holes in wood or mortar, or in hollow plant stems.  Several bees work together, to dig burrows in sandy or gravelly soil, or in rotted wood.  The female bee cuts circles or ovals from tender leaves, and they especially like rose leaves.  They line the burrows with the leaf pieces forming cells into which they place a mixture of pollen and nectar.  The female then lays one egg on top of the mixture and seals up the cell.  This process is repeated until the burrow is full.  When the eggs hatch the larvae feed on the stored food until they grow and pupate into a new generation of adults.


A leafcutting bee can snip off a leaf fragment in less than a minute, using sharp, scissor-like mandibles.  The damage done to your rose leaves or other foliage is not severe enough to cause concern.  The leaves look a little unusual, but they continue to do their job or photosynthesis.  This bee is active in July and August.  Sometimes, while cultivating, a gardener may accidentally dig up a colony of cells.  When this happens, always cover them carefully and hope that they haven’t been disturbed too much.  As stated earlier, these are beneficial insects.  Leafcutter bees are pollinators of alfalfa and other crops. Their close relative the mason bee pollinates fruit trees.  Leafcutters will, sometimes, build their cells in mason bee boxes.


It is amazing to me how this marvelous insect can cut the leaf bits, carry them away in their mouths, and roll them into perfectly shaped cells in which to rear their young.  Anything we can do to encourage all beneficial insects to live and multiply in our world will serve to enrich our lives.

