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Easy DIY bee condos (bee hotels)
Bee “condos” or “hotels” attract tunnel-nesting solitary bees and wasps. While most of Earth's bee species are 
solitary, and most nest in the ground, about 30% of solitaries live in naturally existing cavities such as beetle 
excavations, loose bark, and hollow plant stems. These bees readily nest in human-made structures that mimic 
these natural cavities. Solitary bees are essential pollinators and they commonly nest side by side solitary wasps, 
which provide essential insect control (biology & illustration, page 3). 

Nest Materials: 

Choose untreated wood, logs, hollow plant stems, untreated hollow bamboo, snail shells (if you live near shell-
nesting bees), adobe blocks or clay-rich mixtures. Clay-rich mixtures might contain dried fine straw, grasses 
and/or small-grained sand to minimize shrinking and cracking during the drying process. Or, experiment with 
other materials which are chemically inert, such as old brick and mortar pieces containing small cavities.

Avoid plastic, glass, metal, glazed ceramic and other non-porous materials, as bees give off water vapour while 
they work and grow (through respiration and transpiration), which may cause problems with mould and other 
fungi. 

1: Size your components

Minimum x 2" x 2" (5cm x5cm) x 6" long (15cm); this will be the depth of your tunnel.

Six inches deep is sufficient for many species. Too short and the entire nest will be more susceptible to being 
entirely parasitized; and, optimally a complete gallery (e.g. tunnel) will contain both females (in the back) and 
males (in the front). A female bee lays male eggs up front because they are less costly to produce and therefore 
more expendable if a parasite encounters the nest. 

2: Make the tunnels

Create nesting tunnels which are closed at one end (don’t drill all the way through). Provide a range of tunnel 
widths. This is important for biodiversity, as native bee species vary widely in body size and seek tunnels that 
match their physique. Holes from 3/8" to 1/8" (9.5mm - 3mm) diameter will accommodate  most solitary bees 
found in Canada. As above,  6" deep (15cm), while the smallest width tunnels can be at least 3"to 4"  (75mm to 
100mm) deep. Tunnels should be smooth on the inside. 

Leave a space of 1/2-inch or more between holes for parasite control and for bee health.
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Wood & adobe: drilling holes is the most straightforward method, or use a router or CNC machine. Tunnels don't 
have to be perfectly round but should lack sharp angles. The latter methods are best if you're adding a plexiglas 
window for observation.

Clay-rich mixes: use a variety of long, stick-shaped tools to create tunnels while your mixture is still damp. Aim 
for the dimensions described above.

Dry plant stems & bamboo: make small bundles of dry plant stems, aiming for the dimensions described above. 
Stems which are hollow will appeal to many kinds of tunnel-nesters, while pithy stems will be excavated for 
nests by others. Make sure the back end is closed. 

If you create viewable tunnels covered with a plexiglas window (in wood or clay), create a covering to keep it 
dark when you're not observing; the inhabitants require a dark interior to work and to develop. 

You can insert cardboard, unlined paper straws or rolled-up kraft paper into each hole to provide fresh, clean 
tunnels each year, as parasites and fungus commonly make problems over time. If using plant stems you'll need 
to replace with fresh ones annually. See #5 below for more.

3: Customize it

Create small condos or small groupings of tunnels in medium-sized structures. This reduces parasitism which 
naturally occurs. Designing randomness into your bee abode may also be helpful: cuckoo bees, cuckoo wasps, 
parasitic wasps, parasitic flies and others seem to invade and jeapordize their hosts (solitary bee and wasp pupa) 
more efficiently in orderly, human-made structures. 

Shelter your bee home from rain. Dryness will curb fungus build-up. This can be as simple as adding a few 
shingles or an overhang, locating on a dry porch or under eves, or as complex as making fine cabinetry.  If you 
make a wood container avoid interior-grade plywood and use wood glue, nails, etc.

To decorate or water-seal their abode try boiled linseed oil, milk paint, artist's acrylic paint (water-based), or 
latex house paint that doesn’t have anti-fungal additives. Colourful pebbles, tree bark, yarn, recycled cloth, old 
toy parts...use your imagination!  Stick to water-based glues. These products dry quickly and are fairly non-toxic. 
For ideas on free-form sculptures or more complex designs that allow you to observe nest-building, life-cycles 
and competition, see Bee Houses Around the World and the Solitary Dream Homes Gallery .

 
4: Install it

Choose a sunny location; face your bee house any direction except North. Attach a hanger to the roof or the 
backside and suspend it from your house or shed, or affix to a stake, fence or tree, or place on a table at least 2 
feet (60 cm) above ground to curb invading ants and earwigs. A vaseline barrier around your post or table 
legs (or otherwise blocking access) is often the only way to keep these carnivores from pillaging tunnel nests. 
Wire mesh over the holes can protect it from woodpeckers. 

5: Take care of it

Don’t create a death trap for bees. The Xerces Society shows you how to curb natural pest and disease build-ups, 
including emergence chambers for paper straws / kraft paper insertions or for older nest materials: Tunnel Nest 
Management & Nests for Native Bees . Some materials which cannot be properly cleaned after 2 years can be 
frozen and composted. 

Don't move your bee homes to new locations farther than a few kilometres away, or buy or sell used condos. 
Do not buy bees online or elsewhere. Long distance trade & commerce create serious pest and disease control 
issues for wild and managed bees and other beneficial insects of all kinds. We can help maintain and nurture 
healthy ecosystems by keeping our efforts local. 

Have fun!
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https://resonatingbodies.files.wordpress.com/2010/02/nests_for_native_bees.pdf
https://resonatingbodies.files.wordpress.com/2010/05/tunnel-nest-management-xerc.pdf
https://resonatingbodies.files.wordpress.com/2010/05/tunnel-nest-management-xerc.pdf
https://www.flickr.com/photos/resonatingbodies/
https://resonatingbodies.wordpress.com/community/bee-houses-around-the-world/


Videos and more at Solitary Dream Homes (For Wild Bees).

Safety: Solitary bees and wasps don't sting unless stepped on or squished, and don't work together. You may 
want to wear a long-sleeved shirt, pants and a hat to avoid accidentally trapping solitaries in your clothes or hair. 
You can watch them up close. They really don’t care, although some bees may try to lick the sweat on your skin, 
and others may be temporarily scared off. However, social bees and wasps, such as bumble bees, honey bees, 
paper wasps and yellow jackets, work together to defend their nests, which have larger stores of tasty resources 
and young which attract skunks, bears and other hungry mammals. You can safely watch social insects forage, 
but stay clear of their nest sites. 

Above: Illustrations by Celeste Green and Phyllis Thompson, from Bumblebee Economics by Bernd Heinrich  
(Harvard University Press ©2004).  Used with permission. 

RESONATING BODIES : Where art, pollination ecology, science and community intersect.
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