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The Love Connection: Pollinators and Flowering Plants 
Flowering plants (angiosperms) evolved from the primitive gymnosperms about 250 million years ago. While some flowering plants 
still use wind as the mechanism to pollinate their flowers, most require an animal mediator to carry the male pollen from one flower 
to the female ovary of another flower. In other words, flowers need a pimp to take the boys to the girls! Pimps may be birds or 
mammals; however, insects serve as the primary pollinators in the temperate zones.  As the pollinator crawls about the blossom it 
accidentally collects pollen on its body. When it visits the next flower of the same species, the pollen is captured by the sticky female 
stigma and then travels to the ovary to fertilize the flower. Pollinators don’t know that they are the love connection for plants, so 
the flower must first attract them with color, fragrance and/or shape. They then bribe the pollinators to return by repeatedly 
dispensing small doses of delectable nectar.  
 

The Number One Pollinators: Bees  
Bees co-evolved with flowering plants and are uniquely adapted as specialized pollinators in both their behavior and their 
morphology. For instance, adult bees not only eat nectar & pollen, they care for their larvae and feed them mixtures of nectar and 
pollen. And many species of bees have specialized pollen baskets on their hind legs.  

 
Honey Bees were first imported from Europe in 1622 and quickly naturalized across the continent. These are the only bees that build 
large social hives of wax and make honey from collected nectar and pollen. All the worker bees are females, daughters of the single 
queen.  The males, ‘drones’, are born in the fall and mate with virgin queens, who start new colonies the next spring. A single honey 
bee visits about 2,000 flowers per day. Honey Bees return to the hive with their bounty and then communicate the direction and 
value of a nectar source by doing a ‘waggle dance’, which tells the other worker bees where to find the best flowers. This behavior 
focuses a hive’s bees on a particular patch of blossoms, thereby ensuring efficient pollination. 
 

Native Bees 
Over 400 species of native bees live in Kansas. All visit flowers and feed their larvae regurgitated pollen and nectar. Because they are 
solitary and don’t defend a hive, native bees are peaceful and do not sting unless harassed. They are also far superior pollinators for 
flowers and crops than Honey Bees.  For instance, many plants like Tomatoes require “buzz pollination” to release the pollen. Honey 
Bees do not perform this sonication. Bumble Bees are the best sonicators and also the most efficient pollinators because their furry 
bodies allow them to forage from dawn to dusk and during inclement weather. Bumble Bees are our only native social bee, forming 
small colonies in underground shelters. Only the young pregnant queen survives the winter to start a new colony in spring.  70% of 
the native species build tunnels in bare dirt to house their larvae. The other 30% bees lay their eggs in old trees, primarily in tunnels 
formed by beetle larvae. 

 

Other Pollinators 
The larvae of wasps and hornets are carnivorous, but the adults are avid consumers of nectar and pollen.  Likewise, many species of 
flies eat pollen and drink nectar, often masquerading as bees.  Butterflies and some moths have high energy requirements and visit 
flowers to drink nectar. Beetles are frequently found on flowers, simultaneously devouring pollen and mating.  Ants collect nectar & 
pollen to feed their young and may even protect their flower friend by attacking other insects that try to visit the plant.  
 

Threats to Pollinators 
Loss of habitat is accelerating as prairies and wetlands are converted to shopping centers and subdivisions. Herbicides wipe out 
flowering “weeds”, further reducing habitat.  All pollinators are in grave peril from wide-spread use of insecticides. The systemic 
neonicotinoids pose a special threat since the residues persist in the plant tissue and poison the pollinators that drink the nectar. 
Climate change is shifting the range and timing of many pollinators and their flowers; can they adapt and survive? 
 

How Can You Help Pollinators?  
Your garden should contain a multitude of nectar-rich, open-pollinated flowers from early March to late November.  Beware of fancy 
sterile hybrids! Even better, plant lots of native species.   Minimize or eliminate the use of insecticides. Before purchasing plants, 
confirm with the seller that no systemic insecticides like Imidacloprid were used. This class of insecticides, the neonicotinoids, are 
deadly to pollinators because the residual poison remains in the plant’s tissues, including the nectar and pollen. You can also help 
our native bees by preserving and creating habitat.  Leave tree snags and areas of bare ground. Many species will use bee houses, 
which you can build or purchase.  
 
Humans have a vested interest in protecting pollinators since at least 70% of our foods depend on the services of these hard-
working insects. It is also our moral duty as stewards of this beautiful planet to preserve the pollinators, and we need to do better.  
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