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WASPS OF THE BAHAMAS
(HYMENOPTERA: SCOLIIDAE, TIPHIIDAE, POMPILIDAE,
VESPIDAE, SPHECIDAE)

Nancy B. Elliott
Department of Biology
Siena College
Loudonville, NY 12211

ABSTRACT

Because of the geologic history of the Bahama
Islands, faunal studies can produce important
biogeographical information. However, with few
exceptions the wasps of the Bahama Islands have
not been well-studied. Records from museum
collections and the literature reveal a mean of 7.24
wasps recorded from 17 of the major islands.
Since 1975, 30 species have been collected from
San Salvador. This includes three species of the
family Tiphiidae and two of Scoliidae; the females
of both these species oviposit on paralyzed beetle
larvae in their burrows. There are eight species of
Vespidae, all of them predators on Lepidoptera.
There are three species of Pompilidae and 14
Sphecidae. Pompilids all prey upon spiders and
the sphecids are most variable in their prey choic-
es. Among the sphecids on San Salvador, seven
prey upon Orthoptera, three on Diptera, two on
Coleoptera, one on spiders and there is one scav-
enger.

By comparison, few studies of wasps have
been conducted on other Bahamian islands. A
total of 22 species were reported from the Biminis
(Krombein, 1953); twelve of these also occur on
San Salvador. During a visit to Long Island in
1990, I collected eighteen species, sixteen of
which also occur on San Salvador. Other islands
with substantial numbers of records include New
Providence (13 species) and Eleuthera (11). There
are no known records for Great Abaco or Great
Exuma.

INTRODUCTION

The Bahama Islands lend themselves partic-
ularly well to tests of biogeographic hypotheses.
Many of the islands lie on one of two shallow
platforms, the Great and Little Bahama Banks.
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Islands of the Little Bahama Bank in the northern
Bahamas include Grand Bahama and Great and
Little Abaco. The Great Bahama Bank unites
many islands in the central Bahamas including the
Biminis, New Providence, Andros, Eleuthera,
Long Island, Cat Island and the Exumas. While
islands on each of the banks were connected to
each other in the Pleistocene, each bank remained
separate from the other (Correll, 1979). Further-
more a Pleistocene connection between Cuba and
the Great Bahama Bank may have been a major
migration route for the Bahamian biota (Correll
and Correll, 1983). A third group of islands in
the southeastern Bahamas have always been
entirely isolated; these include San Salvador, Great
Inagua and Mayaguana. This geologic history
leads to several testable hypotheses concerning the
Bahamian fauna. We would predict more similari-
ties in faunas on each of the banks than between
them, and differences in faunas with more endemic
species on the isolated islands to the southeast.
Information on the Bahamian herpetofauna support
these predictions (Schwartz and Thomas, 1975),
but further tests on insect groups are desirable as
well. The wasps as a group are well suited to
such a study.

Wasps have several important ecological roles.
Females usually prey on other insects, which are
stored in the nest as food for the developing larvae
(Evans and West-Eberhard, 1970). Adults of both
sexes feed on pollen and nectar, and their role in
plant pollination is reported to be more important
in tropical than temperate environments (Heithaus,
1979). Many of the smaller species fly weakly
and thus disperse poorly. The ground-nesting
Sphecidae and Pompilidae are often restricted in
habitat to areas of suitably friable soil, and this
relative isolation has led to differentiation into
identifiable island subspecies (eg. Krombein, 1953).
For this reason studies of wasp populations in the



Staniel Cay
San Salvador
Rum Cay

New Providence
Mayaguana
Long Island

. Great Inagua
Great Exuma
Grand Bahama
Great Abaco
Eleuthera
Crooked Island
Cat Island
Bimini

Andros

Acklin

T
10

I
20 30 40

Species Recorded

Figure 1. Island records for wasps from the Bahamas. These records are the result of a search of
the literature and observations of museum collections.

Bahamas may be useful in resolving biogeograph-
ic questions regarding the Bahama Banks.

Although several authors (eg. Menke, 1986)
have stressed the need for studies of wasps in the
Bahama Islands, the wasp faunas of many of the
islands are poorly known (Fig. 1). Previous
studies have been restricted to a few of the islands
where there were field stations, principally Bimini
(Krombein, 1953) and San Salvador (Elliott ez al.,
1979), although occasional Bahamian records have
been included in taxonomic revisions (Bequaert,
1948; Bequaert and Salt, 1931; Bradley, 1928;
Krombein, 1942; Menke, 1986; Pate, 1947;
Pulawski, 1988).

Krombein (1953) reported on the bees and
wasps collected in the Biminis. Among the 22
species of wasps listed were two new species and
four new subspecies. Since Elliott et al. (1979)
reported 23 species of wasps from San Salvador,
seven additional species have been added to the
list. In July, 1990. W. Elliott and I collected
wasps on Long Island, surveying the northern
portion of the island as far south as Salt Pond.
We collected a total of eighteen species of wasps
from the island, sixteen of which also occur on
San Salvador.

In this paper, in preparation for a more exten-
sive survey of Bahamian wasps, I shall review the
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records of wasps from my own collections on San
Salvador and compare the list for San Salvador
with Krombein’s (1953) list from Bimini and our
records from the collections on Long Island.
Information from a review of museum specimens
is also included.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Family: Tiphiidae

All the tiphiids from the Bahamas belong to
the genus Myzinum, the females of which are
thought to oviposit on larval scarab beetles
(Krombein et al., 1979). A number of subspecies
of M. apicalis have been described from the
various islands (Krombein, 1942; 1953). These
include M. apicalis brevis from New Providence
and Rum Cay, M. a. cazieri from Bimini, and M.
a. eleuthera from Eleuthera. The specimens of M.
apicalis from San Salvador are not assignable to
any of these subspecies (Menke, pers. comm).
Two other species of Myzinum from San Salvador,
M. ephippium and M. albopicta, have not been
found on Bimini or Long Island (Table 1.).
However, Krombein (1953) did report M. ephip-
pium from Grand Bahama and Mayaguana.



Table 1. Tiphiidae and Scoliidae of Bimini, Long Island and San Salvador

Myznum albopicta Cresson

M. apicalis cazieri Krombein

M. apicalis Cresson
(no subsp. ident).

M. ephippium bahamense
Krombein

SCOLIIDAE

Campsomeris atrata (F.)

C. trifasciata nassauensis Bradley

Family: Scoliidae

Members of this family also parasitize the
larvae of scarab beetles (Krombein et al., 1979).
The most widespread scoliid in the Bahamas is
Campsomeris trifasciata nassauensis. The Baha-
mian subspecies was differentiated from the
Greater Antillean form of C. trifasciara by Bradley
(1928). The subspecies has also been reported
from Andros (Elliott et al., 1979) as well as from
the three islands under consideration (Table 1).
The floral-feeding activities of this species on San
Salvador were studied by Elliott (in press). The
only Bahamian records for Campsomeris atrata are
from San Salvador.

Family: Vespidae

There are three species of social vespids on
San Salvador.  Polistes exclamans is widely
distributed throughout the Bahamas (Table 2).
Bequaert and Salt (1931) described several Baha-
mian subspecies including P. e. bahamensis from
Andros, P. e. bilineolatus from Bimini, Eleuthera
and New Providence, and P. e. picturatus, which
was the only wasp listed from San Salvador by
Krombein (1953). This subspecies also occurs on
Acklin, Mayaguana, Rum Cay, Crooked, Cat and
Long Islands. The San Salvador specimens differ
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somewhat from Bequaert and Salt’s (1931) de-
scription (Elliott et al., 1979). A larger species,
Polistes major, occurs on Long Island and San
Salvador; Krombein (1953) reported it from
Eleuthera, but not from Bimini. A smaller social
species, Mischocyttarus cubensis, occurs on the
three islands under comparison as well as
Eleuthera (Elliott et al., 1979) and New Provi-
dence (Krombein, 1953). All the social species
listed prey on caterpillars which are dismembered
and fed to the larvae (Krombein et al., 1979).
Menke (1986) described a new species of
Pachodynerus from Mayaguana and reviewed
previous information on Bahamian specimens of
the genus. He determined that the subspecies
P. scrupeus bahamensis (Bequaert and Salt, 1931)
should actually be P. cubensis bahamensis.
Menke (1986) reported both P. scrupeus and P. c.
bahamensis from San Salvador and Bimini, and we
collected both from Long Island as well.
Pachodynerus nasidens, which has been collected
on San Salvador had previously only been reported
from New Providence in the Bahamas (Bequaert,
1948). -
Both Zethus bahamensis and Zeta abdominale
occur on San Salvador and Long Island, but not
Bimini. Zethus bahamensis was originally de-
scribed from a specimen from New Providence
(Bequaert and Salt, 1931), and is also reported
from Cat Island (Elliott et al., 1979).



Table Il Vespidae of Bimini, Long Island and San Salvador.

ISLAND Bimini Long San
Island Salvador

Polistes exclamans bilineolatus X
Bequaert & Salt
P. e. picturatus Bequaert & Salt X X
P. major Palisot de Beauvois X X
Mischocyntarus cubensis Saussurc X X
Pachodynerus cubensis bahamensis X X
Bequaert & Salt
P. nasidens (Latreille) X
P. scrupeus (Zavattari) X X X
Zeta abdominale (Drury) X X
Zethus bahamensis Bequaert & Salt ] X

ISLAND Bimini Loug San

Island Salvador

Anoplius fulgidus (Cresson) X
A. insignis bahamas Krombein X X
A. scintillatus Krombein
Episyron conserminus posterus (Fox) X
Pepsis marginata Beauvois X
P. saphyrus Beauvois
Pepsis sp. X

Table II1 Pompilidae of Bimini, Long Island and San Salvador.

Family: Pompilidae

The Pompilidae are commonly called spider
wasps because all prey upon spiders which are
captured and cached while the nest is prepared.
Only three species are listed from San Salvador
(Table 3). Krombein (1953) described a new
species and subspecies of Anoplius from Bimini,
and one of these, (Anoplius insignis bahamas), is
the only pompilid common to the three islands.
While large tarantula hawks (Pepsis spp.) occur on
both Bimini and Long Island, they are not found
on San Salvador.

Family: Sphecidae

Of the families discussed, this one represents
the greatest diversity of behaviors and prey use.
There are fourteen species of sphecids on San
Salvador; on Long Island we collected eight
species, all but one of which also occur on San
Salvador. Krombein listed eleven sphecids from
Bimini; seven of them also occur on San Salvador.

Two species of Cerceris have been collected
on San Salvador; there are no records for this
genus from other Bahamian islands. However,
since C. cubensis was first described from Cuba
(Bohart and Menke, 1976), we can infer its occur-
rence on other islands to the west of San Salvador.
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Table 1V Sphecidae of Bimini, Long Island and San Salvador.

ISLAND Bimini Leag San
Island Salvador
" C. watlingensis Elliot & Salbert X
" Cerceris cubensis Cresson X I
Ectemnius auriceps Cresson X "
Epibembix insularis (Dehibom)
I Liris andilles Krombein

L. argeniaia Beauvois

N R L k]
b k]

Microbembix monodon:a (Say) ‘

| Microbembix sp. X X

" Qxybelus analis bimini Krombein X I

lLOarybelus sp. X X ‘"
Prionyx thomae (F.) X X
Sceliphron jamaicense (F.) X X "
Sphecius hogardii bahamas X X ﬁu
Krombein

" Sphex jamaicensis (Drury) X X X

" Stictia signata (L.) X "

" Tachysphex alayoi Pulawski X "
Tachysphex similis Rohwer X X

Tachyes distinctus bimini Krombein

X
" Tachytes tricincius (F.) X

San
Salvador

Family: Tiphiidae 1 0 3
Family: Scoliidae 1 1 2
Family: Vespidae 4 7 8
Family: Pompilidae 5 2 3
Family: Sphecidae 11 8 14
Total Wasp Records 22 18 30
% species in common with San 54% 89% -
Salvador

Table V. Summary of collections from Bimini, Long Island and San Salvador.
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This small species preys upon beetles of the family
Chrysomelidae (Elliott et al., 1981). Cerceris
watlingensis was described from San Salvador
(Elliott et al., 1979), and may be endemic to the
island, although further collecting on nearby
islands is necessary before this can be stated
unequivocally. Females of this species make
extensive nests and store weevils as prey; the most
common prey is a small white species of Artipus.
(Salbert and Elliott, 1979).

Seven of the San Salvador sphecids prey on
Orthoptera. Both species of Liris prey upon
crickets as does Sphex jamaicensis. Some prey
taken by the latter species on San Salvador have
been identified as Laurepa sp. (T. J. Walker, pers.
comm.; T. L. Shlotzhauer unpub). All three of
these species occur on both Bimini and San Salva-
dor; Sphex jamaicensis occurs on Long Island as
well. Tachysphex alayoi preys upon roaches; prey
from San Salvador was identified as Symploce sp.
nr. munda Gurney (Elliott et al., 1979). Original-
ly described from Cuba, Bahamian specimens of
T. alayoi have been reported from Eleuthera and
Great Sale Cay (Pulawski, 1988)., and we did
collect it on Long Island as well. Tachysphex
similis is a widely distributed North American
species, also recorded from Eleuthera (Pulawski,
1988) and Bimini (Krombein, 1953). The prey are
small nymphal short-horned grasshoppers (Family:
Acrididae). Tachytes tricinctus also preys on
acridid grasshoppers, usually adults or older
nymphs; prey records for San Salvador are for
Dellia sp. and Ophulella pelidna pelidna (Elliott
and Salbert, 1981). Prionyx thomae also preys on
Acrididae (pers. observation).

Three species prey upon Diptera. Ectemnius
species are reported to prey upon flies (Krombein
et al., 1979) although we have no prey records for
Ectemnius auriceps on San Salvador.  Stictia
signata preys upon larger flies in the families
Syrphidae, Muscidae, Sarcophagidae and Calli-
phoridae (Elliott et al., 1979); Oxybelus prey on
smaller flies (pers. observation). S. signata is a
widely distributed wasp occurring from Mexico
through Central and South America and in the
Caribbean. In the Bahamas it occurs on all three
of the islands under comparison as well as Andros,
Cat Island, Crooked Island, and New Providence
(Elliott et al., 1979). The mud-dauber
Sceliphron jamaicense occurs on all three islands.
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Prey are spiders, although we have no prey
records from San Salvador. Microbembix
monodonta has been reported from Bimini
(Krombein, 1953) and from Staniel Cay where a
second species, M. cubana also occurs (Toft,
1987). Menke (pers. comm.) has been hesitant to
place a species determination on our specimens
because of the need for a revision of the West
Indian species of this genus. Microbembix are
scavengers on dead insect parts; they nested on
sandy beaches on both San Salvador and Long
Island. The cicada killer, Sphecius hogardii
bahamas occurs on both Bimini and Long Island
(Krombein,1953), but not San Salvador, despite
the presence of suitable prey (Elliott, 1983).

CONCLUSIONS

There are more similarities in wasp fauna
between San Salvador and Long Island, which are
only about 50 miles apart, than there are between
Bimini and the other two islands (Table 5). Long
Island is a very large island, and we have not
surveyed it entirely; furthermore time should be
spent on Long Island at other seasons of the year
for more meaningful comparisons between the
islands. Long Island is at the edge of the Great
Bahama Bank; the island of Rum Cay which lies
between Long Island and San Salvador, may serve
as a steppingstone between the two. There is
some evidence for this from distributions of
amphibians and reptiles (Schwartz and Thomas,
1975). Further collections on Rum Cay are
clearly necessary. There is need for further study
of wasps in the Bahamas, particularly on islands of
the great Bahama Bank lying nearer Cuba, and the
islands of the Little Bahama Bank which lies near
Florida before we can make unequivocal state-
ments about the origins and geographic relation-
ships of the Bahamian wasp fauna.
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