




Introduction

The Hymenoptera is an order of insects that includes bees, wasps, ants, 
ichneumons, sawflies, gall wasps and their relatives. The bees (family Apidae) 
can be recognised as such by the presence of feather-like hairs on their bodies, 
particularly near the wing bases. The genus Coelioxys Latreille belongs to the 
bee subfamily Megachilinae. There are six species of Coelioxys present in 
mainland Britain. Two other species are found in Guernsey but not mentioned in 
this pictorial key (C. afra Lepeletier and C. brevis Eversmann).

Natural History

Coelioxys (their various English names are: Sharp-tailed Bees, Sharp-abdomen 
Bees and Sharp-bellied Bees) are among those known as cuckoo bees because 
the larvae grow up on food stolen from Leaf-cutter Bees (Megachile Latreille) 
or Flower Bees (Anthophora Latreille). The genus Megachile probably includes 
the closest relatives of Coelioxys. Female Megachile construct nests of larval 
cells from leaves and provision each cell with a mixture of pollen and nectar for 
the young. A female Coelioxys will seek these out and apparently uses its sharp 
abdomen to pierce the cells. An egg is then laid in the Megachile cell. The egg of 
the Coelioxys hatches before that of the Megachile and the newly-hatched larva 
crushes the Megachile egg with its large jaws. The Coelioxys larva can then feed 
on the contents of the cell. Pupation occurs within a cocoon spun within the host 
cell where the larva overwinters as a prepupa. The genus Anthophora excavates 
nest burrows in sandy soil or rotting wood, where they may also become the 
hosts of Coelioxys larvae. As is the case with other cuckoo bees, each species 
of Coelioxys is a cuckoo (cleptoparasite) only of certain host species. In Britain, 
Coelioxys can be seen on the wing from June until September, often on flowers 
feeding with its long tongue. Female Coelioxys should be treated with care as 
they may sting; males are said to emit an unpleasant odour when handled.

How to use this guide

This guide is designed to allow easy identification of the British Coelioxys species. 
The diagrams on page 2 show the body parts mentioned. Page 3 shows how to 
recognise the genus and separate the sexes. The genus is very distinctive as the 
females have a very distinct sharp abdomen and the males have a distinctly spiny 
abdomen, unlike any other British bees.

However, the different species of Coelioxys may be difficult to distinguish in the 
field. Page 4 illustrates how similar they are in general appearance and gives a 
guide to body size. Each species can be cross-compared using the pictures on 
pages 5-6. Extra care may be needed when dealing with worn specimens, where 
hair bands may have been abraded away. Notes about each of the species follow 
on page 7. 
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Diagrams showing the body parts mentioned in this guide.
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Notes on the species

Coelioxys conoidea (Illiger, 1806) (synonym: vectis Curtis, 1831) 
Cleptoparasite of Megachile maritima (Kirby, 1802). Widespread but local in 
southern Britain. Unlike other species of Coelioxys, this species is occasionally 
locally common where found. It is found on costal dunes, commons and heaths. The 
name conoidea refers to the conical abdomen of females.

Coelioxys elong ata Lepeletier,1841 
Cleptoparasite of M. willughbiella (Kirby, 1802), M. circumcincta (Kirby, 1802) and 
has been observed inspecting M. maritima and Anthophora bimaculata (Panzer, 
1798) nest burrows. This species flies low over the ground looking for its host’s 
nests, often in a purposeful manner. Widespread but local. Found throughout 
mainland Britain from Cornwall to the Highlands in Scotland. It does appear to have 
a southerly and coastal bias with an apparent absence from the English Midlands, 
East Anglia and inland Scotland and Wales. The name elongata refers to the long 
abdomen of females. 

Coelioxys inermis (Kirby, 1802)  
Cleptoparasite of M. centuncularis (Linnaeus, 1758). Widespread but local, often in 
gardens. Found in southern Britain as far north as Carlisle and Yorkshire. The name 
inermis means “unarmed”. 

Coelioxys rufescens Lepeletier & Serville, 1825
Cleptoparasite of M. circumcincta, Anthophora furcata (Panzer, 1798), and also 
possibly M. centuncularis and A. bimaculata. Found in southern England as far 
north as Newcastle and Yorkshire but apparently rare in Wales. The name rufescens 
refers to the reddish colour of females of this species.  

Coelioxys mandibularis Nylander, 1848 
Cleptoparasite of M. dorsalis Perez, 1879 (synonym: leachella and argentata), 
M. circumcincta and M. maritima. This species is listed as Rare (category 3) in the 
Red Data Book for British invertebrates. It has been recorded from several coastal 
sand dune systems in South England and Wales but has apparently disappeared 
from some. The name mandibularis refers to the characteristic squarish jaw of the 
female. 
 
Coelioxys quadridentata (Linnaeus, 1758) 
Cleptoparasite of A. furcata, A. quadrimaculata (Panzer, 1798) and M. circumcincta. 
This species is listed as Rare (category 3) in the Red Data Book for British 
invertebrates. A very local species of southern England as far north as Yorkshire 
and with a single record from Glamorgan. Its hosts nest in a variety of habitats 
so C. quadridentata is not known to show a clear habitat preference. The name 
quadridentata refers to the four tooth-like projections on the abdomen of the male.
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