
Key Words:

Mutualism: an interdependent rela-
tionship between animals and plants, 
in which they need each other to 
survive

Pollination: the transfer of pollen 
from one flower to another flower

What is pollination? Can you give an 
example?

_________________________________

_________________________________

Did your example include a bee or 
butterfly? Bees and butterflies often act 
as pollinators, helping with the transfer 
of pollen from one flower to another. 
When a pollinator visits a plant to get 
nectar, it picks up pollen, as well. When 
it visits another plant, it leaves the 
pollen behind, enabling that plant to 
reproduce. 

Both plants and pollinators benefit: 
The pollinator gets food in the form of 
nectar, and the plant increases its own 
survival rate for the next generation. 
This helpful relationship is an example 
of “mutualism.”

Why does pollination matter to 
humans?

_________________________________

_________________________________

pollination. Plants attract specific pol-
linators. An ocotillo has red flowers, 
and hummingbirds are attracted to that 
color. Not just any creature can pol-
linate a saguaro cactus; its relationship 
with the lesser long-nosed bat is special.

However, it is interesting to know 
that lesser long-nosed bats alone do 
not pollinate saguaros. White-winged 
doves pollinate saguaro flowers dur-
ing the daytime, when bats are not 
active. More than one pollinator 
may pollinate one type of plant. But 
the mutually beneficial relationship 

hummingbird. Also, the shape of the 
ocotillo’s flower helps the Anna’s reach 
inside with its bill and gain a refresh-
ing drink of nectar. 

The saguaro cactus blossom on the 
left has pollinators of its own. One is 
the lesser long-nosed bat. How does 
the cactus attract this pollinator? The 
saguaro blossom has a strong, musty 
scent. It’s also located at the top of the 
cactus or the end of an arm, making it 
easier for a bat to reach. The blossom 
can be white or pale yellow, which 
helps bats locate it at night when they 
feed. Their tongues have special adap-
tations to help them obtain nectar. 

The relationships we’ve discussed 
tell us something interesting about 

What kind of pollinator might polli-
nate the queen of the night cactus? Try 
to fill in the blanks before reading the 
answer below the photo at the end of 
this story. The queen of the night cac-
tus attracts a pollinator that flies 
at _____________ rather than during 
the day. The pollinator is attracted 
to _______________ -colored flowers. 
 This pollinator must have a long 
 _____________ to harvest pollen from 
the deep, trumpet-shaped flower.

What kind of pollinator is it? 

Did you mention food in your 
answer? Without a healthy cycle of 
pollination, we would not have many 
of the yummy fruits and vegetables 
we eat.

You might be surprised to find out 
that bees and butterflies aren’t the only 
pollinators. For example, let’s look at 
the Anna’s hummingbird. Like many 
hummingbirds, the Anna’s is attracted 
to certain bright colors. Which of the 
plants in the photos above do you 
think it might pollinate? 

If you guessed the plant on the 
right, you are correct! Hummingbirds 
are strongly attracted to the color 
red. The ocotillo’s red flowers indicate 
high-quality nectar to the Anna’s 

between a plant and its pollinators 
remains a special one.

Now that you know plants use 
their flowers to communicate to spe-
cific animal pollinators, let’s look at a 
cactus called nightblooming cereus or 
queen of the night. This rare species 
blooms once a year. In June or July, at 
sunset, it produces large white trum-
pet-shaped flowers. These die before 
the next day if they are not pollinated. 
But if a bloom is pollinated, it closes 
back up into itself and becomes seed 
for the next generation. 

The saguaro cactus blossom is the Arizona state flower. Saguaros bloom in May and June. The blossom of the ocotillo blazes a brilliant red. Ocotillos bloom in February through May.

A queen of the night cactus is pollinated by a 
hawk moth.
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■ This feature is part of the Arizona Game and Fish 

Department’s Focus Wild Arizona program, a free 

educational program for teachers, parents, stu-

dents or anyone interested in learning about wildlife 

and habitat. Visit our website, www.azgfd.gov/

focuswild, to find exciting lessons and resources.
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