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Pollinator Week 

This year “National Pollinator Week” is June 17 - 23.  It was started 12 years ago to raise 
awareness about the plight of pollinators and to address the urgent issue of declining pollinator 
populations.  It has since grown into a celebration of the valuable ecosystem services provided by 
bees, birds, butterflies, bats and beetles.  According to the Pollinator Partnership, “about 75 percent 
of all flowering plants rely on animal pollinators and over 200,000 species of animals act as 
pollinators.  Of those, about 1,000 are hummingbirds, bats, and small mammals.  The rest are 
insects such as beetles, bees, ants, wasps, butterflies, and moths.”  Estimates of the economic 
contribution of pollination vary, but a 2012 study estimated that pollination contributes over $15 
billion per year to the U.S. economy. 

Habitat loss, climate change, urbanization, invasive species and pesticide use all contribute to 
shrinking pollinator populations.  According to the Pollinator Partnership, numerous pollinator 
species are at risk and listed as federally endangered or threatened including 1 fly, 3 bats, 5 birds, 8 
bees and 24 butterflies and moths. 

How can gardeners and homeowners help?  Of course you can invite pollinators to your yard by 
planting a pollinator friendly flower garden, but what about all that green lawn?  In the United 
States, lawns (including yards, athletic fields and golf courses) cover roughly 40 million acres of 
ground.  Research conducted by the USDA Forest Service and its partners (funded by the National 
Science Foundation) found that how often you mow your lawn affects bee abundance and diversity 
in suburban yards. 

The study looked at whether different lawn mowing frequencies of 1, 2 or 3 weeks, influenced bee 
abundance and diversity.  Lawns mowed every three weeks had as much as 2.5 times more lawn 
flowers than the other frequencies.  Lawns mowed every two weeks supported the highest bee 
abundance, yet had the lowest bee richness and evenness.  The study authors suggested that these 
patterns were driven by a combination of more abundant floral resources (compared with 1-week 
yards), easier access to lawn flowers due to shorter grass and a more drastic impact on grass 
biomass and floral resources (compared with 3-week yards), and the dominance of a few generalist 
bees overwhelming their samples, thus driving richness and evenness. 

The study concluded that mowing your lawn less frequently can significantly improve pollinator 
habitat.  According to the study’s lead author, Susannah Lerman, “Mowing less frequently can 
improve pollinator habitat and can be a practical, economical, and timesaving alternative to lawn 
replacement or even planting pollinator gardens.” 



 
Mowing your lawn less frequently can also cut down on air pollution.  According to the NYS DEC 
website “running a gas-powered mower for an hour emits the same amount of pollution as a 20-
mile car trip.  The average gas-powered push mower produces 14.76 pounds of air pollution in an 
hour.”  Less frequent mowing means less emissions from your yard. 
 
If you have the space, consider letting an area of your lawn grow long.  Even a small “meadow” 
can sustain some wildlife.  Do you remember watching and catching fireflies as a child?  A longer 
lawn will support fireflies which spend the day resting among grass blades.  Mowing more often 
makes your lawn less inviting for fireflies.  Plus more natural yards can act as bridges between 
bigger natural spaces for migrating birds and other wildlife. 
 
Making small changes in how we care for our yards can help protect water resources.  Organic 
lawn care can easily be implemented on any lawn.  Safe and effective alternatives exist for most 
chemical pesticides and fertilizers.  Switching to a chemical free yard has many advantages.  
Fertilizers and pesticides run off or leach away, ending up in surface or ground water, including 
wells.  All of which affect our drinking water supplies and wildlife habitats.  Not only is organic 
yard care management good for pollinators and the environment, it is also a way to reduce 
exposure to pesticides for your family and pets. 
 
Plant pollinator friendly plants in your lawn and garden.  An easy thing to do is to over-seed bare 
spots in the lawn with white clover (Trifolium repens) seeds.  Clover has the added advantage of 
supplying your lawn with nitrogen while providing food for the bees.  Although dandelions are 
considered unsightly by many, they are a great resource for hungry pollinators.  By leaving a few 
of these flowering plants, you will encourage visiting pollinators throughout the growing season.  
Research shows lawn weeds like clover and dandelion are one of the largest and most important 
food resources for bees in urban areas.  Also consider adding small, spring blooming hardy bulbs to 
your lawn.  Bulbs such as snow drops, crocus, squill and glory of the snow can provide an early 
source of nectar and pollen for hungry bees. 
 
Mowing the bee lawn to a height of 4 inches will allow flowering plants to survive and produce 
flowers for pollinators.  Higher mowing heights will also reduce the required mowing frequency 
and will enable the grasses and flowering plants to have a deeper, more robust root system.  Follow 
the one-third rule when mowing: don’t cut off more than one third of the blade at a time. 
 
If you choose not to mow your lawn as often as your neighbor, don’t feel guilty about it.  Just tell 
them you’re doing it for the bees.  Hopefully they will reconsider their lawn practices and join you 
in creating a bee happy lawn. 
 
Resources for this article include:  NYS DEC, Pollinator Partnership, Cornell University, USDA 
Forest Service, Michigan State University and the National Pollinator Garden Network. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


