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There is a widely stated phrase that “you can thank a pollinator for one out of three bites of food you eat” 
and it isn’t just the honey bee we should be thanking.  There are 4,000 species of native bees in North 
America.  Bees are the preeminent pollinator in North America and the best documented pollinators in 
nature and for agriculture.  In addition to bees other pollinators we see locally are butterflies, moths, 
beetles, flies and birds (think hummingbird). 
 
Pollinators are important to the reproductive success of over 75 percent of the world’s flowering plants.  
Honeybees help pollinate $15 billion worth of crops in the United States each year.  Over 150 food crops in 
the United States depend on pollinators, including strawberries, apples, peaches, avocados, squash, 
cantaloupes, cucumbers and almonds.  
 

   
 
Pollinators are a keystone species, which means that the survival of a large number of other species 
depends upon them.  Bees are responsible for pollinating approximately 250,000 plant species.  They are 
essential to the reproduction cycle of most flowering plants, supporting plant populations that animals and 
birds rely on for food and shelter.  Without bees, many flowering plants would eventually become extinct.  
Without bees, many fruit and seed eating birds and animals would have a less varied and less healthy diet.  
Pollinators are also an indicator species, meaning that the viability of pollinator populations provides a 
picture of how healthy an ecosystem is. 
 
Pollinator populations are declining and have been for some time.  They face many threats including 
habitat fragmentation, degradation and loss, the effects of pesticides, plus pests and diseases.  There are 
29 biological pathogens known in the beekeeping sector.  Introduced parasites have contributed to a 
reduction in managed honey bee populations, the Varroa mite causing the most damage. 
 
What can you do to help?  Think like a pollinator.  Provide a succession of blooming plants throughout the 
growing season.  Use a minimum of nine different plants – three types that bloom in spring, three for 
summer and three that bloom in autumn.  Food plants are an essential habitat requirement for bees and 
must be available early, middle and late season.  Some native bees are actively forging adults in early 
spring and others are active until early November.  Choose a variety of colors and shapes that will attract a 
variety of pollinators.  Bees prefer blue, purple and yellow flowers plus sweet fragrances. 
 
Use native plants when possible.  Our native bees have evolved with our native plants, to mutual benefit.  



Native plants are also better suited to local climate conditions than ornamentals.  Exotic garden plants that 
produce lots of nectar, like butterfly bush, are great for attracting bees and butterflies into your yard, but 
they often cannot support the entire life cycle of these insects.  By including native plants, your garden will 
be attractive to adult bees that are foraging for nectar and pollen, and will also increase native habitat in 
your area for other wildlife. 
 
Help pollinators find and use flowers by planting in drifts, rather than single plants.  Generally perennials 
are richer nectar and pollen sources and because they bloom year after year, they provide a more 
dependable food source than annuals.  Also avoid modern hybrid flowers, especially those with “doubled” 
flowers.  Often plant breeders have unwittingly left the pollen, nectar and fragrance out of these blossoms 
when creating the “perfect” blooms for us. 
 
If you want colorful butterflies to visit your garden you also need to grow plants for their caterpillars.  They 
will eat those plants so plant them where leaf damage can be ignored.  Accept that some host plants might 
be something that you consider to be a weed. 

 
Bees need undisturbed areas for nesting.  Approximately 
30 percent of native bees in North America nest in wood 
tunnels, the other 70 percent are solitary ground nesters.  
Their nests look similar to ant holes from above.  Leave 
some semi-bare ground preferably with a sunny, 
southern exposure, to provide nesting sites for these 
bees. 
 
Limiting the use of insecticides in your garden ensures 
that the bees you have invited into the garden are not 
accidentally poisoned by pesticides not intended for 
them.  Practicing integrated pest management in your 
garden is the best way to limit the use of insecticides.  If 

you must use a pesticide, choose one that is the least toxic to non-pest species, does not persist on 
vegetation, and apply it in the evening when most pollinators are not as active.  High doses of insecticides 
can kill foraging bees outright.  Even low doses can have adverse effects. 
 

A perfectly manicured, pesticide-saturated lawn is a desert to wildlife, including pollinators.  Develop a 
tolerance for weeds in the lawn to reduce herbicide use.  Many weeds actually can provide high quality 
forage for bees.  Two of the most important lawn forage plants are the common dandelion (Taraxacum 
officinale) and Dutch white clover (Trifolium repens).  Dandelions are one of the earliest, and in some yards 
the only, blooming flowers of spring.  Rather than calling them weeds, call them pollinator food. 
 
Regardless of how much land you have, you can help increase the number of pollinators by making 
conscience choices to include plants that provide essential habitat for bees, butterflies, moths, beetles and 
hummingbirds.  By offering pollinators food, water, shelter and space to raise their young, everyone can 
have a positive impact on the future of our native pollinators. 
 
Sources for this article include: Pollinator Partnership, Xerces Society, University of California, Penn State 
Center for Pollinator Research, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service & UNEP. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pollinator Paradise Garden (early summer)  
Source: blogs.extension.org  (Photo: Debbie Roos) 


