THE SOCIAL WASPS OF LOWER CALIFORNIA, MEXICO
(Hymenoptera: Vespidae)

By Roy R. SNELLING!

ABSTRACT: There are four genera of social Vespidae in Low-
er California: Vespula (two species), Polistes (seven species),
Mischocyttarus (two species) and Polybia (one species). One
new species, Mischocyttarus fisheri, is described from the Sierra
Laguna and the genus Polybia is newly recorded from Lower
California. Keys for all species are included, most species are
illustrated and distribution data are given in full.

The social wasps of Lower California have never been the subject of a
comprehensive study. Until relatively recently there has been very little mate-
rial available; the only collection of note was that housed at the California
Academy of Sciences, collected by A. E. Michelbacher and E. S. Ross in 1938
and by E. S. Ross and G. E. Bohart in 1941. This material was reported on, in
part, by R. M. Bohart (1949) who described several new endemic Polistes.
In subsequent years one additional Polistes was recorded from Lower Cali-
fornia by Snelling (1955) and two species of Vespula were noted to be present
by Bohart and Bechtel (1957).

None of the above studies was devoted exclusively to the wasps of this re-
gion, nor did they contain keys for these species. The present study has two
purposes: to enumerate the species of social wasps of Lower California and to
provide means for their identification through a series of keys. Most species
are illustrated here and their distributions, as far as known, are indicated.

The Lower California peninsula is divided into two political regions: the
State of Baja California in the north and the Territorio de sur de Baja Califor-
nia in the south. I have departed from customary procedure in the southwest-
ern United States by referring to the region involved as Lower California,
rather than Baja California. The use of Lower California in American ento-
mological literature dates at least as far back as 1875, and has been frequently
used in subsequent years, so that the precedent is well-established. Further-
more, I feel that the existence of a discrete state of Baja California is a source
of possible confusion. Within the text Lower California refers to the peninusla
as a whole and Baja California to the state in the northern portion of the
peninsula. The dividing line between the two political regions, 28° N, is also
an approximate boundary for some of the species. This study includes the
species of the entire peninsula and of the islands in the Gulf of California. The
collection data for each species are cited from north to south and are broken
down by region, as follows: Baja Calif. (Estado de Baja California), Terr. Sur
(Territorio de sur de Baja California) and Golfo de Calif. (islands in the Golfo
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de California). Excluded from this study are the Revillagigedo Islands, located
some 300 miles south of Cabo San Lucas. One social wasp, Polistes dorsalis
clarionensis R. Bohart, is reported from these islands.

In northern Baja California the fauna is essentially an extension of that of
southern California. East of the escarpment of the Sierra Juarez the wasps are
typically lower Sonoran Desert species extending south to about Bahia San
Luis Gonzaga. Here only Polistes is found: the ubiquitous P. fuscatus centralis
Hayward and P. major palmarum Bequaert, a species restricted to native palm
grove canyons. West of the crest of the Sierra Juarez the species are those of
the chaparral of southern California: Vespula pensylvanica (Saussure), V.
sulphurea (Saussure), P. fuscatus aurifer Saussure, P. dorsalis californicus
R. Bohart and, probably, Mischocyttarus flavitarsis (Saussure). One anoma-
lous species, Polybia diguetana (du Buysson), is present in this area. This is
known from a single collection of two specimens taken at Ensenada and may
be an accidental introduction.

The area between Bahia San Luis Gonzaga and El Arco at 28° N is
poorly represented in the material studied. The peninsular form of P. f. cen-
tralis is common; P. major slevini R. Bohart is found at Bahia de Los Angeles
and P. rossi R. Bohart is found at Catavifa. The latter two are rare, however,
this far north. From 28° N southward, they become more common. This area
seems to be the northern limit of P. exclamans lineonotus R. Bohart although
it may occur further north along the Gulf side of the peninsula. The fauna,
from 28° N, remains essentially unchanged to the south except in the moun-
tains of the Cape Region. Here, Polistes dorsalis californicus and Mischocyt-
tarus fisheri, new species are found. The subtropical element of mainland
Mexico is not reflected in the Cape Region. The lack of this element is of inter-
est since some other groups of insects show definite affinities with the fauna of
the adjacent mainland. The ants of Lower California, now being studied,
exhibit distributional characteristics similar to those of the vespids.

KEY TO GENERA OF SOCIAL VESPIDAE IN LOWER CALIFORNIA
1. Abdomen petiolate, the first segment more than twice as long as broad, the

second segment abruptly swelling at base ........................ 2
Abdomen sessile or subsessile, the first segment as broad or broader than
long, the second not swelling abruptly at base . .................... 3

2. Third and fourth segments of mid and hind tarsi asymmetrical, inner apical
lobe distinctly longer than outer; mesepisternum divided above by an

oblique suture into upper and lower plates ... .......... Mischocyttarus
Third and fourth segments of mid and hind tarsi symmetrical; mesepister-
num not divided above ........... ... ... . oL Polybia

3. First tergite broadly convex in lateral view; clypeal apex narrow, pointed in
fTONE VIBW &« ittt it ittt e e e e e Polistes
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First tergite vertically truncate on basal one-half or more; clypeal apex
broad, concave Or truncate . .............oueuitararnaianan Vespula

KEY 10 SPECIES OF VESPULA IN LOWER CALIFORNIA

Occipital carina of female and worker complete from inferior mandibular
articulation to near top of eye; sternite VII of male broadly and shallowly
emarginate apically; mesoscutum all dark; female and worker with scape black
[BEMEEHER 0 0000000000000600006000060600000000000 pensylvanica (Saussure)

Occipital carina of female and worker not reaching inferior mandibular
articulation; sternite VII of male narrowed apically, not emarginate; meso-
scutum with two prominent longitudinal lines; scape yellow beneath .......
............................................ sulphurea (Saussure)

Vespula (Vespula) pensylvanica (Saussure)

Vespa pensylvanica Saussure, 1857. Stettin. Entomologische Zeitung 18:
117. 2.

Vespa occidentalis Cresson, 1874. Trans. Amer. Ent. Soc. 5: 100. 2, .

Vespula pensylvanica, Bequaert, 1932. Ent. Amer., n.s. 12: 95-97. 2,
?, 8.
Vespula pennsylvanica [sic], Miller, 1961. Canad. Ent. 93 (Suppl. 22):
13-15. ¢, ¢, 8.

This common western yellow-jacket is found in northern Baja California.
Bohart and Bechtel (1957) have recorded this species from Agua Caliente,
and I have seen the following.

SPECIMENS ExaMINED: Baja California.: 5 ¢ ¢, Arroyo Santo Tomas,
June 22, 1963 (E. L. Sleeper; LBSC); 5 ? 2, Aguajito Spring, Valle de la
Trinidad, Mar. 17, 1936 (C. F. Harbison; SDM); 1 ?, San Felipe, Apr. 27,
1953 (W. R. Lower; LACM) [note: this female was most probably taken in the
Sierra Juarez, west of San Felipe. It seems quite unlikely this species occurs in
such an arid habitat as San Felipe]; 14 ¢ ¢, El Progreso, El Tajo Can., Sierra
Juarez, Sept. 10, 1958 (F. S. Truxal & J. R. Northern; LACM).

Vespula (Vespula) sulphurea (Saussure)

Vespa sulphurea Saussure, 1854. Etudes sur la Familie des Vespides 2:
137. 2.

Vespula sulphurea, Bequaert, 1932. Ent. Amer., n.s., 12: 111-112. @,
?, 3.

I have seen no specimens of this very distinctive wasp from Baja Califor-
nia, but Bohart and Bechtel (1957) state that it is found there, and their map
indicates a record inland from Bahia San Quintin. This species should occur
in the Sierra San Pedro Martir and Sierra Juarez, probably south to about
Valle de la Trinidad.
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KEY TO SPECIES AND SUBSPECIES OF Polistes IN LOWER CALIFORNIA

. Malar area about twice as long as distance between antennal sockets; pre-
pectal suture present, sometimes indistinct; sternite VII of male without
median tUBETClE ... ... vvtiit it e e 2
Malar areas as long as, or less than, distance between antennal sockets;
prepectal suture always absent; sternite VII of male with or without medi-
an tubercle ... .. e e et e e 3

. At least 75 percent (usually much more) of scutellum yellow; propodeum
usually immaculate, rarely with two small median spots near flange; malar
area darker than adjacent portions of clypeus. .. major slevini R. Bohart
No more than 25 percent of scutellum yellow; propodeum with two promi-
nent longitudinal stripes on lower two-thirds or three-fourths; malar area
yellow, concolorous with clypeus .......... major palmarum Bequaert

. In dorsal view, tergite I distinctly broader than long; mesopleura below
uniformly finely and closely punctate, without scattered large punctures;
sternite VII of male with median tubercle ....................... 4
In dorsal view, tergite I a little longer than broad; mesopleura below finely
punctate, with slightly shiny interspaces, and distinct, scattered larger
punctures; sternite VII of male without median tubercle ..............
................................. exclamans lineonotus R. Bohart

. Males, antennae thirteen segmented ........................... 5]
Females, antennae twelve segmented . .................c.ovuu.n. 8

. Clypeus separated from inner eye margin by a distance less than an ocellar
diameter, frequently contiguous with eyes for a short distance; aedeagus

with teeth of variable size ............... ... ... ... ... ... 6
Clypeus separated from inner eye margin by a distance exceeding an
ocellar diameter; aedeagus with teeth of uniform size. ..............

.................................. dorsalis californicus R. Bohart

. Lateral ocelli separated from inner eye margin by two or more times
diameter of anterior ocellus; apical four segments of antennae not pru-
inose beneath, distinctly polished; propodeal striae usually fine, close;
lamella of propodeal valve yellow ............................. 7
Lateral ocelli separated from inner eye margin by about 1.3 times diam-
eter of anterior ocellus; apical four segments of antennae largely deli-
cately pruinose beneath, apical segment sometimes slightly shiny; propod-
eal striae usually quite coarse; lamella of propodeal valve largely translu-
cent ferruginous . ...........oiiiiiiiiiiiii. rossi R. Bohart

. Ground color of thorax largely black ........ fuscatus aurifer Saussure
Ground color of thorax largely ferruginous . . fuscatus centralis Hayward

. Ground color of thorax largely ferruginous ...................... 9
Ground color of thorax largely black ........ fuscatus aurifer Saussure



1970 THE SociaL Wasps oF LowgR CALIFORNIA, MEXICO 5

9. Propodeum usually with 20 or more fine, transverse striae; but sometimes
with a few coarse striae; longitudinal yellow stripes usually present on
propodeum; flanges of propodeal valve yellow; angle of clypeal apex
usually about 95°; clypeus as broad or broader thanlong .......... 10
Propodeum with 15-20 coarse striae, rarely finely striate; longitudinal
yellow stripes of propodeum absent; flanges of propodeal valve largely
translucent ferruginous; angle of clypeal apex usually about 90°; clypeus
slightly longer than broad. ............... ... ... ... rossi R. Bohart

10. Tergite I with quadrate median ferruginous mark; if tergite II largely
yellow, posterior margin of ferruginous mark is transverse and lateral yel-
low area is broadly confluent with apical yellow band ................
.................................. dorsalis californicus R. Bohart
Tergite I largely ferruginous with yellow apical and lateral margins; if
with a quadrate median mark, then ferruginous mark of tergite I acumi-
nate behind or lateral yellow area separated from apical band as a large
8L 00000000060600060000000000000800000 fuscatus centralis Hayward

Polistes major palmarum Bequaert
Figures lg: 2g, n.

Polistes major palmarum Bequaert, 1936. Ent. News 47: 11. ¢.

This light red and yellow wasp has previously been known from Riverside
and San Diego Counties of California, where it occurs in natural palm groves.
Nests are usually constructed beneath the fronds of the palms. The Baja Cali-
fornia records are all from habitats similar to those in California.

SPECIMENS EXAMINED: Bajg Calif.: 2 € 2, San Matias Pass, 8 mi. S,
May 16, 1960 (E. L. Sleeper; LBSC); 14 2 2, Canon de Guadalupe, Sierra
Juarez, May 2-3, 1964 (R. R. Srelling, E. M. Fisher; LACM); 1 ¢, El Tajo
Cafion, Sierra Juarez, Sept. 9, 1957 (J. Roberds; LACM); 2 44,5 29,
same locality, Sept. 11, 1958 (J. R. Northern; LACM).

Polistes major slevini R. Bohart
Figures If; 2f, m; 3d

Polistes major slevini R. Bohart, 1949. Pan-Pacific Ent. 15: 103. § 9.

This form is similar to the foregoing subspecies, but the ferruginous
color is darker, the propodeum usually lacks yellow stripes and the scutellum
is either wholly yellow or with two small ferruginous spots in the middle. As
with P. m. palmarum, this subspecies is found in the vicinity of natural palm
groves and frequently nests under the living fronds.

SPECIMENS EXAMINED: Baja Calif.: 2 € 2, Bahia de los Angeles, 1 mi. S.,
June 11, 1967 (E. L. Sleeper & E. M. Fisher; LBSC); 1 ¢, Santa Gertrudis,
April 23, 1940 (C. F. Harbison; SDM). Terr. Sur: 1 &, San Ignacio, June 17-
18, 1967 (E. L. Sleeper & E. M. Fisher; LBSC); 1 ¢, La Virgen (shrine),
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Sept. 14, 1959 (C. F. Harbison; SDM); 2 8 4, 1 ¢, Rancho El Coyote,
May 23, 1961 (R. Maynard & J. Honey; LACM); 1 ¢, Bahia Concepcion,
April 24, 1958 (E. Y. Dawson; LACM); 1 @, Loreto, Sept. 29, 1959 (C. F.
Harbison; SDM); 1 8,2 ? ¢, Rancho Potrero, May 9, 1959 (D. Patterson;
UCR), “wasps living in palm head”; 1 ¢, La Paz, 13 mi. W., Nov. 11, 1965
(W. Ewart & R. C. Dickson; UCR), on Tecoma stansburyi; 2 ? ¢, La Paz,
10 mi. NW, Oct. 6, 1941 (E. S. Ross & G. E. Bohart; CAS); 5 ¢ ¢, La Paz,
June 3, 1921 (E. P. Van Duzee; CAS); 1 2, same locality, June 26, 1967
(E. L. Sleeper & E. M. Fisher; LBSC); 1 ¢, La Paz, 20 kilo. SE, Nov. 11,
1952 (C. B. Heller; SDM); 1 ?, Todos Santos, 10 mi. N., Dec. 26, 1958
(H. B. Leech; CAS); 4 ¢ ?, Todos Santos, Aug. 12, 1919 (J. R. Sleven;
CAS); 1 2, same locality, Sept. 16, 1959 (C. F. Harbison; SDM); 1 ¢, same
locality, Dec. 13, 1928 (A. E. Coburn; LACM); 14, Colonia Calles, Sept. 15,
1959 (C. F. Harbison; SDM); 1 4, 1 ¢, Triunfo, July 8, 1919 (G. F. Ferris;
LACM); 1 2, same locality, July 7, 1939 (A. E. Michelbacher & E. S. Ross;
CAS); 12, Las Animas, Sierra Laguna, Oct. 12, 1941 (E. S. Ross & G. E. Bo-
hart; CAS); 1 ¢, Sierra Laguna, April 5-6, 1947 (CAS); 1 ¢, Agua Caliente,
April 22, 1947 (LACM); 12 2 ?, Boca de la Sierra, Mar. 5-6, 1969 (R. R.
Snelling; LACM), mostly at aphid honeydew on native bamboo; 1 €, San
Jose del Cabo, July 15, 1967 (E. M. Fisher; LBSC); 1 ?, Cabo San Lucas,
3.4 mi. NE, Jan. 1, 1959 (H. B. Leech; CAS). Golfo de Calif.: 1 ¢, Punta
Gordas, Isla Cerralbo, Mar. 20, 1953 (P. H. Arnaud; CAS); 1 ¢, Isla Partida,
Apr. 17, 1958 (E. Y. Dawson; LACM); 3 ? @, Isla Espiritu Santo, Mar. 7,
1928 (T. Craig; CAS). In addition to the above localities, Bohart (1949)
recorded a specimen from Las Parras, which I have not seen. '

Polistes exclamans lineonotus R. Bohart
Figures 1h; 2h, o; 3e

This slender wasp, with paired mesonotal stripes, is a distinctive element
of the peninsular fauna. It is very common in the southern third; nests are fre-
quently built in mesquite trees and, during the winter months, the trees may
be liberally festooned with several years’ accumulation of nests.

Unlike the nominate form, P. e. lineonotus is an aggressive wasp in the
vicinity of the nests and stings very readily. Colonies, in the Cape Region,
may persist throughout the year. I have seen populous nests (25 or more wasps)
in this region in early March.

Because this wasp is nowhere in contact with the range of other sub-
species of P. exclamans, its color pattern is quite stable. The paired mesoscutal
stripes are almost invariably present in females. The ground color varies from
light ferruginous to blackish, but the pleurae and propodeum seem always to
be blackish. Generally, specimens from the Gulf islands have the ferruginous
color replaced by blackish, but this condition is found in samples from the
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peninsula. The male color pattern seems to parallel that of the females, but
fewer males are available for study; there is a noticeable tendency in the males
for a loss of mesoscutal stripes; the mesoscutum is concolorous ferruginous
in about a third of the males seen.

SPECIMENS EXAMINED: Baja Calif.: 1 2, Santa Gertrudis, Apr. 24, 1940
(C. F. Harbison; SDM). Terr. Sur: 62 2 2, San Ignacio, June 17-18, 1967
(E. L. Sleeper & E. M. Fisher; LBSC); 1 ¢, Mulege, Feb. 27, 1969 (R. R.
Snelling; LACM); 4 2 ¢, Mulege, May 14, 1921 (E. P. Van Duzee; CAS);
3 2 %, Puerto Escondido, Feb. 27, 1928 (T. Craig; CAS); 1 8 [Bahia] Agua
Verde, May 26, 1921 (E. P. Van Duzee; CAS); 82 ¢, San Miguel Comondu, 2
mi. SW, June 23, 1967 (E. L. Sleeper & E. M. Fisher; LBSC); 2 ¢ ¢, San[to]
Domingo, July 19, 1938 (A. E. Michelbacher & E. S. Ross; CAS); 22 ¢ ¢,
San[to] Domingo, Oct. 23, 1941 (E. S. Ross & G. E. Bohart; CAS); 1 &, 3
2 2, Santo Domingo, Nov. 16, 1941 (F. Gander; SDM); 19, Santa Rita,
20 mi. SE, June 25, 1967 (E. L. Sleeper & E. M. Fisher; LBSC); 1 ¢, La Paz,
12 mi. W, Nov. 11, 1965 (W. Ewart & R. Dickson; UCR), on Tecoma stans-
buryi; 1 @, La Paz, June 4, 1921 (E. P. Van Duzee; CAS); 14,9 2 ¢,
La Paz, June 26, 1967 (E. L. Sleeper & E. M. Fisher; LBSC); 1 2, La Paz,
June 28, 1919 (J. R. Slevin; CAS); 1 ¢, La Paz, July 7, 1953 (R. R. Snelling;
LACM); 1 2, La Paz, Sept. 13, 1959 (C. F. Harbison; SDM); 1 ¢, La Paz,
Oct. 9, 1955 (F. X. Williams; CAS); 1 2, San Bartolo, Oct. 24, 1941 (F.
Gander; SDM); 1 8, 2 ? ¢, Todos Santos, 10 mi. N, Dec. 26, 1958 (H. B.
Leech; CAS); 1 ¢, Todos Santos, Aug. 12, 1919 (J. R. Slevin; CAS); 7
2 2, Todos Santos, Sept. 14-16, 1959 (C. F. Harbison; SDM); 4 ¢ ¢, Colo-
nia Calles, Sept. 15, 1959 (C. F. Harbison; SDM); 1 &, 4 2 ¢, Triunfo,
July 8, 1919 (G. F. Ferris; LACM); 1 2,4 2 2, between San Jose del Cabo
and Triunfo (Albatross Expedition, 1911; AMNH); 1 ¢, [Rancho] Buena
Vista, La Ribera, May 16, 1947 (LACM); 65 ¢ 2, Boca de la Sierra, Mar.
5-6, 1969 (R. R. Snelling; LACM), 15 at nest in Prosopis tree, 11 at aphid
honeydew; 11 ? 2, Boca de la Sierra, June 27-28, 1967 (E. L. Sleeper & E. M.
Fisher; LBSC); 3 ¢ ¢, Caduaiia, 4.2 mi. W, Mar. 5, 1969 (R. R. Snelling;
LACM); 1 ¢, Santa Anita, 4 mi. SW, Mar. 4, 1969 (R. R. Snelling; LACM);
1 8,2 22, San Jose del Cabo, S mi. N, Nov. 8, 1951 (W. Ewart & R. Dick-
son; UCR); 6 & &, 3 2 2, San Jose del Cabo, Nov. 11, 1952 (C. F. Harbison;
SDM); 1 ¢, San Jose del Cabo, 1 mi. E, June 28, 1967 (E. M. Fisher; LBSC);
1 2, San Jose del Cabo, 11 mi. W, June 28, 1967 (E. M. Fisher; LBSC); 2
¢ @, Cabo San Lucas, Mar. 16, 1953 (J. P. Figg-Hoblyn; CAS). Golfo de
Calif.; 1 2, Isla San Jose, May 28, 1921 (E. P. Van Duzee; CAS); 2 2 2,
Rancho Los Dolores, Isla San Jose, Aug. 11, 1965 (K. Lucas; CAS); 1 &, Isla
Partida, Apr. 17, 1958 (E. Y. Dawson; LACM); 1 ¢, Isla Cerralbo, Apr. 9,
1966 (J. McLean; LACM); 9 ¢ %, Ruffo Rancho, Isla Cerralbo, Oct. 30,
1961 (R. C. Banks & M. Soule; CAS).










































