
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

Bumble bees are easily recognized by their hairy, robust appearance with color combinations of black, yellow, 
or orange. North America is home to 47 different species of bumble bees; in Northern New York the most 
common species is the eastern bumble bee (Bombus impatiens). 
 
Entirely dependent on flowering plants for food, bumble bee adults 
feed on nectar and they feed pollen to their young. Like honey 
bees, bumble bees are social and live in colonies. They usually nest 
in the ground or under vegetation. They prefer a dry cavity like an 
abandoned bird or mouse nest, or a hollow log. Bumble bees are 
annual nesters, the colony lasts for only one season. A fertilized 
queen passes the winter in hibernation by burrowing into the soil 
or leaf litter, or behind loose tree bark. In spring she will create a 
new nest and begin laying eggs. 
 
Bumble bees are excellent pollinators for several reasons: 

1. They have longer tongues than other bees. This allows them 
to pollinate deeper flowers with complex shapes like lupine, 
red clover, and alfalfa. 

2. They are generalists that visit a variety of plant species, including native wildflowers and food plants. 
3. They have the ability to thermoregulate. They can generate heat in their thoracic muscles by 

shivering.  As a result they can forage under cold, cloudy, and rainy conditions, unlike other 
pollinators. 

4. They ‘buzz’ pollinate. They vibrate in the flower to shake loose more pollen making them more 
effective as pollinators. Watch a bumble bee on a flower and listen for an audible buzzing sound. 

 
Like all of our other native pollinators, bumble bees are threatened by habitat loss, pesticide use, disease 
spread from managed bees, and climate change. You can help out our native bumbles bees making some 
simple adjustments to your gardens: 

 Supply a steady food supply by planting a variety of plants that bloom throughout the year. 
 Grow native plants with flowers that have complex shapes. Our native eastern bumble bee prefers 

thistle, goldenrod, and pickerel weed. 
 Leave some untidy spaces like brush or leaf piles, snags, and stumps. These are perfect nesting sites. 
 Do not use pesticides. 
 

You can also build a bumble bee nesting box. “Make a simple wooden box, with internal dimensions of about 
7” by 7” by 7”, from preservative free lumber. Drill a few ventilation holes near the top (covered with door 
screen to deter ants) and some drainage holes in the bottom. Make an entrance tunnel from 3/4” plastic 
pipe, marked on the outside with a contrasting color, and fill the box with soft bedding material, such as 
upholsterer’s cotton or short lengths of unraveled, soft string. The box must be weather tight; the larvae may 
become cold in a damp nest, and mold and fungus will grow.  
 
Place the box in an undisturbed site, in partial or full shade, where there is no risk of flooding. The box should 
be on or just under the ground. If you bury it, extend the entrance tube so it gently slopes up    continued... 

A bumble bee foraging on a  
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to the surface. Put your nesting box out when you first notice bumble bees in the spring, or when the first 
willows and other flowers are blooming, and be patient. There is no guarantee that bees will use your box. 
Only about one in four boxes get occupied. If it has no inhabitants by late July, put the nesting box into 
storage until next spring.”  (From the Xerces Society, xerces.org) 
 
Following is a list of food crops pollinated by bumble bees: 
 
 
 

Alfalfa Cherry Pepper 

Almond Chives Plum 

Apple Cucumber Raspberry 

Apricot Cranberry Soybean 

Bean Eggplant Squash 

Blackberry Nectarine Strawberry 

Blueberry Peach Sunflower 


