Spring Spawning Season 
Welcome to Spring! Time to freshen up the house, throw the doors and windows wide open and call in the carpenters, bees that is, the black buzzers. Like salmon, carpenter bees have a preferred time of year to spawn their prodigy and it’s spring! Let’s take a gander at this fascinating winged critter.
Carpenter bees vaguely resemble bumble bees. They are large, 3/4 to 1 inch long, heavy-bodied (which means they’re pretty big for bees), blueish-black to solid black with a green or purplish metallic sheen. The thorax is covered with bright yellow, orange or white hairs and the abdomen, especially on the top side, is black, shiny and bare without hairs. They have a dense brush of hairs on the hind legs whereas bumble bees have large pollen baskets and numerous, yellow hairs on the abdomen. 

Carpenter bees become a nuisance when they fly around people’s heads. Homeowners complain not only about the “aggressive” nature, but about the round holes bored into wood trim on everything! Eaves and gables of homes, fascia boards, porch ceilings, outdoor wooden furniture, decks, railings, fence posts, telephone poles, siding, shingles, dead tree limbs and other weathered wood. Initial damage is generally minor, but new tunnels may be added and old ones enlarged over time, causing considerable damage. Also, the yellow, coarse sawdust from borings beneath their entry hole contain their waste materials (bee poop), leaving stains.

Both male and female carpenter bees over winter as adults within their nests, also called galleries. Adults emerge in the spring (March through early May) and mate. After mating a female bee will excavate a gallery in which to lay her eggs. She can cut into the wood at a rate of one inch per six days period. The gallery will have a clean-cut, round entrance hole about the size of a dime on the wood surface. The gallery will shoot inward for one or two inches, and then turns sharply at a 90 degree right angle running in the same direction as the wood grain for four to six inches or up to 10 feet long, if it is being used by many bees.

Female bees provision the galleries with “bee bread”, which is a mixture of pollen and regurgitated nectar, (sounds yummy, right?). She will lay an egg on top of the mass and close the cell with chewed wood pulp. Each female bee may have six to eight sealed brood cells in a linear row in one gallery as she backs outward. Larvae develop on the “food” mass provided, within 40 days. Spawning completed, the adults fly off and die. 

The new adults will chew through the wall partitions and emerge in late August. The newest generation will forage for pollen to store in the existing galleries then return to the tunnels to hibernate and repeat the whole process come spring.

There are many various ways of controlling your “bee profile” or how attractive your home is to the bee. Depending on the area you want to protect, you may be able to use common insect screening to keep these bees from getting into areas where there may be unpainted surfaces, such as behind fascia trim boards or other places where it might be difficult to impossible to paint.  Just cut strips of metal insect screening, (don't use the fabric or plastic type, as these are edible) get up on a ladder and wedge or staple them into place where the bees are active. You can do this with the bees there. Home builders and painters often don't paint the areas of your home that you (the ground bound homeowner) don't normally see. 

Keep all exposed wood surfaces well-painted (oil base or polyurethane) to reduce attack. Wood stains alone will not prevent damage. Aluminum, asphalt, and vinyl siding will not be damaged. If practical, you can remove and replace damaged wood with chemically and pressure treated wood to discourage nest construction. Notice the word “discourage” – that does not mean that replacing wood will prevent bee damage. If it’s made of wood and outside, it’s fair game for the bees, and termites, and roaches, and on and on...

The Alabama Cooperative Extension System notes that the chances of being stung {by a carpenter bee} are slim. “It is the males, who have white markings on their heads that fly around aggressively, but are harmless since they lack a stinger. While the females do have a stinger, they are very docile and are not known to sting people, even when disturbed.” If the bees bother you, break out a tennis racket and practice your backhand. Believe it or not, that is the single most effective method of carpenter bee control; eliminate the bees that call your house - home. The fat buzzers do have a role to play, since populations of honeybees are on the decline - the carpenter bee has become an important pollinator.

