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The great yellow bumblebee, Bombus distinguendus, is 
one of the rarest bumblebee species native to the UK. 
Despite an extensive historic distribution with 
populations once scattered across much of the UK, the 
great yellow bumblebee is at present found only in the 
Outer and Inner Hebrides, the Orkney islands and 
sporadically along Scotland’s north coast (Goulson, 
2003; Benton, 2006). The main reason for this decline 
is largely accepted to be the intensification of 
agriculture and the subsequent loss of flower-rich 
habitats (Benton, 2006).  
 
The machair grasslands of the Hebrides are now 
considered to be a key habitat for the remaining 
populations of the great yellow bumblebee. Small scale 
agricultural crofts operate traditional systems on the 
machair which comprise rotational cultivation and 
controlled grazing (Love, 2003). The low-intensity 
nature of these systems promotes a diverse abundance 
of flowers which in turn support a number of rare 
species including the great yellow bumblebee. 
However, the increasingly economically unviable 
nature of crofting has necessitated the modernisation of 
some crofting techniques. The replacement of seaweed 
and manure with artificial fertilisers and heavy sheep 
grazing throughout the year changes sward 
composition and reduces the floral diversity of the 
machair (Love, 2003). This in turn reduces the 
availability of potential great yellow bumblebee 
foraging resources. 
 
The aim of this research was to determine the most 
practical and effective method for restoring bumblebee 
forage plants to areas of machair which have become 
degraded as a result of changes in agricultural practice. 
In order to do this a field trial has been created on the 
Southern Hebridean island of Oronsay, situated twenty 
five miles west of the Scottish mainland. 
 

 
 
Fig. 1. The great yellow bumblebee 
 

 
 
Fig. 2. Bumblebee wildflower mixture, Isle of Oronsay 
 
The trial involves a comparison of five treatments 
which differ in their floral composition, including 
wildflower seed mixtures which contain plants 
identified as being important for the great yellow 
bumblebee (Charman, 2007).  Other treatments include 
a seed mixture already implemented for bird and 
bumblebee conservation and a commercially available 
grass seed mixture enhanced with white clover 
(Trifolium repens) and red clover (Trifolium pratense), 
two species on which the great yellow bumblebee is 
known to forage throughout the summer (Charman, 
2007).  
 
After establishment in April 2007 the field trial was 
left to mature for one year in order to allow plant 
growth. In June, July and August 2008 each of the 
treatments were surveyed for the abundance and 
diversity of foraging bumblebees and the numbers of 
available inflorescences were recorded. This 
monitoring process will be replicated in the summer of 
2009 and 2010 so that the longevity of each treatment 
can be tested.  The differing success of each treatment 
will be quantified in order to assess which is the most 
practical and financially viable method for returning 
bumblebee forage material to machair which has lost 
floral integrity due to changes in croft management.  
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