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Farm & Food

Pollinators in Peril?
One out of every three to four 
bites of food is made possible 
by a pollinator. What’s the story 
on the state of honey bees and 
other pollinators? 

Imagine you are attending a potluck 
meal. Perhaps it’s a family reunion, or 
a Memorial Day picnic. Long tables 
are crammed with food: pulled pork, 
salads, fresh fruit, casseroles, cakes, 
and more. You walk along, digging 
serving spoons into each delectable 
dish that catches your eye. Quickly 
you discover the potluck paradox: your 
enormous plastic plate still isn’t large 
enough for everything you want to try.

What if you limited yourself to just 
foods not derived from flowering plants which require pollinators? Let’s 
see... corn is pollinated by air movement, so you could eat the sweet corn. 
Pigs don’t require pollination, so you could have the pork. Watermelon 
slices? No. Pickles? No. Broccoli salad? Blueberry cobbler? No to both.

Pollinators are a big deal when it comes to our food. But they are at risk 
in a number of ways.

Pollination primer
Pollination is the process by which flowering plants reproduce. During 

pollination, pollen grains, which are a plant’s male sex cells, are transferred 
to the plant’s female sex cells for fertilization. Pollination takes place when 
pollen is carried by wind, insects, or other animals. Some plants self-fertil-
ize and therefore do not rely on wind or pollinators.

Pollen transfer that occurs because of insects and other animals is an in-
advertent by-product of their behavior: animals move pollen as they travel 
from plant to plant in order to feed on or collect the nectar of flowers or on 
pollen itself.

Honey bees
Honey bees pollinate more than 90 different food crops. However, there 

are no honeybees native to North America. Honey bees were first intro-
duced into the U.S. from Europe, most likely by settlers from England who 
came to Virginia in 1622.

Although there are feral honey bee colonies which survive in the wild, 
the vast majority of honey bees which benefit agriculture are from managed 
colonies. These colonies are established, maintained, and fed by bee-
keepers. Commercial beekeepers provide pollination services to farmers 
by transporting their hives from place to place. For example, hives may 
be located on Wisconsin cranberry marshes or Illinois apple orchards, 
depending on which crops are in bloom.

Native pollinators
Bees

There are roughly 4,000 species of 
native bees in the U.S. Most of these 
are solitary bees, which do not live in 
colonies. Bumblebees are the exception, 
as they do live in social colonies. Native 
bees pollinate many wild plants and 
gardens, and assist domesticated honey 
bees in the pollination of agricultural 
crops.
Other insects

Butterflies, moths, beetles, flies, 
wasps, and ants all play a role in polli-
nation. In fact, a 2015 study conducted 
by an international team of researchers 
found that worldwide, insects other than 
bees provide 39% of visits to flowering 
crops. The study, led by Dr. Romina 
Rader from the University of New 
England, analyzed the data from nearly 
500 fields for 17 different crops.

Pollinator perils
As is true of any intersection between 

wildlife and human activity, pollina-
tors are at risk in a variety of ways. 
Destroyed or fragmented habitat, en-
croachment by invasive species, and 
pesticide use all play a part in declining 
pollinator populations. ►
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Pesticides used in agriculture as well as by homeowners, municipalities, and 
elsewhere present challenges for insect pollinators. Of these, insecticides are of 
greatest concern since they are, after all, designed to kill insects. One class of 
insecticides, neonicotinoids (or neonics for short), have especially gained public 
attention. Neonics are chemically similar to nicotine, a naturally-occurring toxin 
found in certain plants.

Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD) is a devastating syndrome which struck 
honey bee colonies exceptionally hard in 2006. Since 2006, beekeepers have ex-
perienced higher levels of overwintering loss of bees. Most studies implicating 
neonics in such bee losses, however, have not examined realistic concentrations 
of the chemicals found in the field.

While some winter loss is normal (and not the result of CCD), considerable 
research is ongoing to identify the cause or causes of these higher-than-nor-
mal losses. Based on this research, most bee experts believe there are multiple 
factors in bee declines, and that neonics are not a significant cause. Varroa 
mites, which spread bee diseases, are thought to be a major factor in bee losses. 

Farmers and pollinators
Even if neonics pesticides aren’t a major factor in bee population declines, 

the agriculture industry is taking steps to mitigate the risk. One common use 
of neonics is as a seed coating for corn and soybeans. This coating prevents 
soil-dwelling insects from damaging the seed before it can germinate. Work is 
underway by seed companies and farmers to reduce the amount of seed coating 
dust released during planting.

Other steps farmers take to protect pollinators include creating habitat with 
native plantings, planting cover crops which also provide food for pollinators, 
and applying pesticides only when, where, and in the minimal amounts needed. 

You can help pollinators
In March, the USDA announced a new tool called “Plant a Window Box for 

Pollinators,” which can be found online at http://pollinator.org/windowbox.  
This interactive tool provides a list of pollinator-friendly native plants by zip 
code, so you can print the list and use it for garden planning and purchasing 
decisions.

Pollinators and  
Illinois agriculture
Illinois’ top two crops, corn and 
soybeans, do not require insect or 
other pollinators. Corn plants are 
pollinated when wind transfers 
pollen from the tassels to the silks. 
Soybeans are largely self-pollinating. 
There is some scientific evidence, 
however, that the presence of bees 
can increase soybean yield.

Specialty crops in Illinois, including 
apples, pumpkins, and many other 
fruits and vegetables, do require pol-
linators. Some growers maintain their 
own honeybee colonies, while others 
hire commercial beekeepers to bring 
in hives when needed.
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There are resources for farmers 
interested in helping pollinators, too. 
The USDA NRCS provides infor-
mation on identifying and creating 
pollinator habitat, soil and water 
conservation practices which also 
benefit pollinators, and financial 
support from government programs 
to improve pollinator habitat. See 
“How Farmers Can Help Pollinators” 
at http://1.usa.gov/1VbF8DY for a 
place to start. ■

Go to http://pollinator.org/windowbox


