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We Can’t Live Without Pollinators! 

 

  By Cheryl Coon, Forest Botanist 
 
Without pollinators, the human race and the Earth’s terrestrial ecosystems would not survive. 
Pollination is an important ecological function.  Three-fourths of the world’s flowering plants 
depend on pollinators to reproduce. Most fruit, vegetable and seed crops are dependent on 
pollinators.  Some scientists estimate that one out of every three bites of food we eat exists 
thanks to pollinators. 
 
Pollinators include species of bats, butterflies, moths, flies, birds, beetles, ants and bees.  
These pollinators visit flowers in search of food (nectar and pollen), mates, shelter and nest-
building materials.  In the process of visiting flowers, the pollinators transfer pollen grains 
from the male anther of a flower to the female stigma. This pollination allows the plants to 
produce seeds which produce the next generation of plants. Plants that do not depend on 
pollinators are pollinated by wind or water, corn and grasses are examples of wind pollinated 
plants. 
 
Honey bees across the nation have been decreasing in numbers as a result of colony 
collapse disorder (CCD).  Many people don’t realize that solitary bees and other native 
pollinators are also decreasing in numbers due to loss of habitat, disease, and environmental 
contaminants.  Our mowed lawns are habitat “deserts”, they do not provide anything 
beneficial for pollinators. 
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How can you help pollinators? 
Gardens help provide our pollinators with nectar sources, nesting sites and pesticide free 
zones.  Since many of our native pollinators evolved with our local, native plants, including 
native plants in your garden will provide great habitat. Planting a wide variety of wildflowers 
will provide blooms from early spring through late fall for a variety of pollinators.  White, night-
blooming flowers will support nocturnal pollinators (moths), red, tubular flower will attract 
hummingbirds, and yellow flowers will entice bees.  Avoid modern hybrid flowers, especially 
“doubled” flowers where breeders have unwittingly left pollen, nectar and fragrance out of the 
blossoms to create the “perfect” bloom.  
 
Provide host plants for the larval stages of butterflies, bees and moths.  These may not be 
ornamental plants, but are necessary for your pollinators to successfully complete their life 
cycles.  Since they WILL eat them, be willing to accept some plant damage or place these 
plants in areas where the unsightly leaf damage can be tolerated. 
 
If you must use pesticides, be sure to apply the least-toxic materials and spray at night when 
bees and most other pollinators are not as active. Before purchasing, see if the product 
contains neonictinoids that are toxic to bees. Also, read the labels carefully and always use 
the product according to the instructions.   
 
You easily can create a damp salt lick for butterflies and bees by using a dripping hose, drip 
irrigation line, or placing your bird bath on bare soil to create a damp area.  Mix a bit of table 
salt (sea salt is better!) or wood ashes into the mud. 
 
Spare that dead limb or branch, these provide essential nesting sites for our native solitary 
bees.  If you don’t like dead limbs in your landscape, look into buying or creating a bee box to 
provide for your pollinators. 
 
Creating a haven for pollinators among our mowed lawns is a great way to support our local 
pollinators.  Also, consider supporting land conservation in your community by helping to 
create and maintain community gardens and green spaces to provide islands of pollinator 
habitat among our urban settings.  If you plant it, they will come. 
 
There are many resources on gardening and other projects to help our local pollinators.  
Some good sources are the Xerces Society (www.xerces.org) and The Pollinator Partnership 
(www.pollinator.org).  
 
Happy gardening, and remember: “Everyone’s future flies on the wings of pollinators!”   
 
For more information contact Cheryl Coon at 812-275-5987 (ccoon@fs.fed.us). 
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Old field near Mill Creek on the Hoosier National Forest converted to pollinator habitat.  

 
Bumblebee on purple coneflower on the Forest.  



 
 

 

 
Pearl Crescent butterfly on a grey headed coneflower. 
 
 
 


