Osmia watsoni (Watson’s Mason Bee)
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Description

Like many other Osmia species, Osmia watsoni is a medium sized, metallic bluish- black bee, with long white hairs on
the thorax and robust mandibles (Carril and Wilson 2023). It is unique from other Osmia due to the the last
antennomere of the male antenna, which is flattened, disc shaped, and shiny black (Cockerell 1912). While the scape
and pedicel are also black, the remaining antennomeres are testaceous.

Habitat and Ecology

This species has been reported from blue grama grasslands of the Chihuahuan Desert and shortgrass prairies in
northern Texas (Auerbach et al. 2019, Kazenel et al. 2020). It is unknown if this species is a generalist or specialist,
though it has been collected on both milkvetch (Astragalus sp.) and Salvia (Salvia sp.), which are in the families
Fabaceae and Lamiaceae, respectively. The nesting behaviors of this species is also unknown. Some Osmia nest in
the ground, while others use plant stems or holes in wood. Most nests are sealed with mud or masticated plant material
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(Carril and Wilson 2023).

Geographic Range:

This species was described from a specimen collected from Albuquerque, New Mexico (Cockerell 1912), though it has
not been recorded there recently. In New Mexico it has also been recorded at the Sevilleta and Bosque del Apache
National Wildlife Refuges (Chesshire et al. 2023). It is also known from Texas, where it has been collected at the foot
of the Guadalupe Mountains in West Texas and in the Texas Panhandle, close to the New Mexico State Line, at
Muleshoe and Buffalo Lake National Wildlife Refuges (Chesshire et al. 2023, Auerbach et al. 2019).

Conservation Considerations:

There are no conservation measures in place for this species, though all recent records are from National Wildlife
Refuges. While these lands are protected from land-use change, they are no removed from the major threat of
increased drought due to climate change. Research is needed to better understand the distribution of this species and
to examine whether drastic declines at one site are happening across the range, like we infer. Research on habitats
and ecology and threats is also needed.

Threats:

The threats to this species are not well understood. Declines observed in this and other species at one site the
Chihuahuan Desert have been attributed to small body size of these bees, and associated sensitivity to heat and
desiccation (Kazenel et al. 2024). The southwestern U.S. saw its driest 22-year period from 2000 to 2021, since at
least 800 CE (the time period used in previous climatic reconstructions) (Williams et al. 2022). Droughts are projected
to become more prolonged, severe, and common in the region under future climate change scenarios (USGCRP
2018). Drought may additionally impact bee species by reducing floral resource availability (Phillips et al. 2017). The
shortgrass prairies at the eastern extent of the species range have also experienced substantial long-term declines due
to agricultural conversion. Agricultural intensification continues in the region, which has led to reduction and
fragmentation of native grasslands (Auerbach et al. 2019).

Population:

The population size is not know for this species, though drastic declines have been observed where the species was
monitored from 2002 through 2019 at the Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge (Wright et al. 2023, Kazenel et al. 2024).
For the first eight years of the study, an average of 94 individuals were collected annually. In the last eight years of the
study, only 18 individuals were collected, on average per year. This is a decline of 80% across the study period. As this
data comes from a protected area where the land use has not changed, it can be inferred that similar declines may be
happening across the range of the species.
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