
 

PNW Bumble Bee Atlas Protocols for Oregon Bee Atlas 
Volunteers 

Oregon Bee Atlas Volunteers: 
Thank you for considering participation in the Pacific Northwest Bumble Bee Atlas. You all are 
key partners to gathering important bumble  bee distribution region throughout Oregon, and 
beyond. For 2018 we’ve streamlined a number of our protocols to submit data, and hopefully 
found a compromise that will ease OBA volunteers participation in the project. The most key 
change is removing the need to follow our “capture and chill” method - thus allowing you to 
collect bees as you normally would. I’ve outlined the adapted protocol below. This is adapted 
from our standard point survey and roadside survey protocols. You are also welcome to follow 
those protocols - which can be found here, or in our Participant Handbook.  
 
If you have any questions or comments about this, please feel free to reach out to me directly. 
 
Rich Hatfield 
rich.hatfield@xerces.org 
503.232.6639 x115 

Formal Surveys: Point Surveys and Roadside Surveys 

Point Surveys 
Point surveys are our standard surveys and will provide high quality bumble bee data from any 
survey area. These surveys are 45 person minutes and will need to take place in an area 
around the size of a hectare (2.5 acres). This means that if you are alone you will survey for 45 
minutes. If you brought one friend, you will survey for 22.5 minutes, and if you brought two 
friends, you will survey for 15 minutes, etc. (45 min / # people provides the survey time). You will 
also need to plan for time to conduct a habitat assessment on each visit to gather habitat 
information about the site that you surveyed and the surrounding area at each site. 

Phase 1: Plan your survey area 
Surveys should cover approximately one hectare or 2.5 acres (100m x 100m or 328’ x 328’). 
Exact dimensions, nor the coordinates of each corner are not needed -- A single coordinate 
within the survey area is all that is needed (see below). The configuration does not have to be a 
square, but could be 20 m x 500 m along a roadside or any other similar area configuration. 
Mark the center of your location on a map (either paper or smartphone app). This will be very 

 

https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/point-surveys.html
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/uploads/1/1/6/9/116937560/pnwbba_participant_handbook_v2_web.pdf
mailto:rich.hatfield@xerces.org


 

important later for data submission, please document the location of each survey 
accurately! See the videos on our website to help you get the latitude and longitude 
information. These will need to be in decimal degrees. 
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/key-resources.html. 

Phase 2: Fill out the data sheet 
This will include date, time, surveyors, location, and basic weather information (approximate 
temperature, cloud cover, wind, etc.). See the data sheets for more detail. 

Phase 3: Begin your survey 
Note the start time of your survey, start the timer and begin searching for bumble bees. While 
looking for bumble bees you should wander through the entire survey area, focusing on plants 
that are flowering. Focus on ALL flowering plants, not just those that are most abundant or 
showy. Because of many reasons different bumble bees are sometimes attracted to different 
species of flower. Collect each bee that you find as you would normally, ensuring to document 
the host plant appropriately. If you are unsure, please take a photo of the plant (include flowers 
and leaves) for later confirmation or identification. Idaho, Oregon and Washington all have 
wildflower smartphone apps that can help you in the field, and there are many other resources 
available (see https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/other-resources.html). If you find that you 
are collecting mainly what appears to be a single species - be sure to collect at least 10 
specimens (more is okay - including different areas within the plot). After you collect those 
specimens, focus on trying to collect bees that look different. There are many look-alike bumble 
bees and we do not want to miss those, but also want to try to document as many different 
species as we can. Continue in this fashion for 45 person minutes (count only time searching for 
bumble bees). When your time is complete, note the end time of your survey. 

Phase 4: Collect Habitat Information 
Spend some time walking around your site collecting the data for the Rapid Habitat 
Assessment. Take photos of each plant, as well as an overview of the overall habitat. If you are 
so inclined, we also have a mobile app that you can use to collect this information directly in the 
field (even without cellular service). You can find information about that here.  

Phase 5: Complete Documentation 
Ensure that all data sheets are complete and that you have collected all necessary habitat 
information. While it might be tempting to leave some of this information for later, or when you 
get home, taking the time to do it while on site will reduce errors and increase the quality of the 
data you collect. 

Phase 6: Document each bumble bee 

Process the bumble bees for this project as you normally would. Once you have your specimens pinned, 
take photograph(s) of each different species (if you are not sure, error on the side of including more 
species) and sex during the survey period (photo tips here: 

https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/other-resources.html
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/key-resources.html
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/key-resources.html
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/habitat-surveys.html
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/habitat-surveys.html
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/survey123.html


 

https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/photo_tips.html). You can use this data sheet to help you keep track 
of your photo numbers and specimens 
(https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/uploads/1/1/6/9/116937560/bumblebee_datasheet.pdf). After you 
have your photos, you can submit your bumble bee data to Bumble Bee Watch (see recorded webinar for 
details about how to do this).  

Phase 7: Submit your data 
 
Please see the help form on our website to get assistance submitting your data. 
 

Roadside Surveys 

Roadside Surveys 
Roadside surveys are a common way to document bumble bee abundance and species 
richness, and have been used in a standardized way in other regions on the country (MN, VT, 
ME). They are also a great way for most anyone to participate, as they often do not require 
walking long distances or over uneven terrain. However, roadside surveys are also not perfect 
(no method is) as each individual survey is significantly shorter, and our roadsides tend to get 
crowded with non-native plants. As one of the goals of this project is to better understand the 
needs of our SGCN bumble bees, finding which native plants they are using is a priority. 
Roadside surveys may not be a perfect format to learn that specific information, but will still 
contribute to our understanding of bumble bee distribution and habitat needs. Roadside surveys 
can be conducted en route (or in return) from a formal survey site, or on their own, but should 
take place within a grid cell that has been adopted by someone in your party. Again, be sure to 
follow posted signs and regulations; please respect private property and if necessary obtain 
permission from the landowner. 

Phase 1: Plan your route 
Select a stretch of road that is at least 10 miles long. Ideally, the stretch of road would have 
several obvious open patches when looking at aerial photos/maps. See videos on our website 
to help with the planning process: https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/key-resources.html. 

Phase 2: Begin survey 
Once you arrive on your selected route stop at the first patch of available flowers that you 
observe (park carefully and follow local regulations and general safety precautions). Observe 
the flower patch – if you observe bee activity, begin the survey. If there is no bee activity, 
proceed to the next patch of flowers and repeat. 
Before you begin the survey, fill out the top of the datasheet (site and weather information). Be 
sure to include the start and stop times. A roadside survey is 15 min. long. Start your timer and 
capture all bumble bees into collecting jars. If you find that you are collecting mainly what 
appears to be a single species - be sure to collect at least 10 specimens (more is okay - 

https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/photo_tips.html
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/uploads/1/1/6/9/116937560/bumblebee_datasheet.pdf
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/data-entry-help.html
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/key-resources.html


 

including different areas within the plot). After you collect those specimens, focus on trying to 
collect bees that look different. There are many look-alike bumble bees and we do not want to 
miss those, but also want to try to document as many different species as we can. Continue in 
this fashion for 45 person minutes (count only time searching for bumble bees). When your time 
is complete, note the end time of your survey. While looking for bumble bees you should wander 
from flower patch to flower patch in the roadside area. Focus on ALL flowering plants, not just 
those that are most abundant or showy. Because of many reasons, different bumble bees are 
sometimes attracted to different species of flower. Be sure to document the species of flower 
that each bumble bee was visiting (you can use a small label, a grease pencil, or a sample of 
the flower placed in the vial). 

Phase 3: Record bumble bee data 
Once the 15 minute period is over, record each individual bee on the Bumble Bee Survey data 
sheet being sure to separate the bumble bees from each location. You can document more 
detailed information when you are processing specimens at home. 

Phase 4: Collect habitat data 
Fill out the Rapid Habitat Assessment Form for each roadside stop. Take a picture of each 
species of blooming plant, as well as the overall habitat surveyed. If you are so inclined, we also 
have a mobile app that you can use to collect this information directly in the field (even without 
cellular service). You can find information about that here.  

Phase 5: Repeat 
Drive at least 1/2 mile down the road and then find another patch of flowering plants at which to 
conduct a survey and go back to Phase 2. Each Roadside survey should consist of five fifteen 
minute surveys within a ~10 mile stretch of road. 

Phase 6: Document and Submit your data 

Process the bumble bees for this project as you normally would. Be sure to note each specimen as being 
associated with the Pacific Northwest Bumble Bee Atlas on your OBA data sheets. Once you have your 
specimens pinned, take photograph(s) of each different species and sex (if you are not sure, error on the 
side of including more species) during the survey period at each roadside location  (photo tips here: 
https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/photo_tips.html). You can use this data sheet to help you keep track 
of your photo numbers and specimens 
(https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/uploads/1/1/6/9/116937560/bumblebee_datasheet.pdf). After you 
have your photos, you can submit your bumble bee data to Bumble Bee Watch (see recorded webinar for 
details about how to do this).  
 
Please see the help form on our website to get assistance submitting your data. 

 

https://www.pnwbumblebeeatlas.org/survey123.html
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