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Bees Are a Farmer’s Best Friend

Pollination is a simple concept. Pollen is carried from one flower to another flower by insect, animal, or wind for fertilization to create seeds and fruits. Not so difficult to understand. However, it can be very difficult to complete the process, particularly without our most important pollinators – bees.

And even though bees are the most prolific pollinators, many other insects also pollinate, including butterflies, moths, ants, spiders, flies, and wasps. Hummingbirds pollinate, as well as creatures like bats and small mammals, which carry the pollen on their fur.

Pollinators are responsible for pollinating over eighty percent of all flowering plants. This includes our food crops. On average one-third of every mouthful of food and drink we consume comes from a plant requiring a pollinator.
Human beings do not possess the capability to artificially pollinate every food crop we need to survive. Insects, especially the bees, are required to keep food on our tables.

Most people know that pollinators are under siege. This is because of the usual suspects – urbanization of farmland, and overuse or misuse of pesticides and herbicides, and introduction of exotic plants. However, parasites and diseases are playing a role in the decline of our pollinators.
This is especially true for the European honeybee, as well as many of our native bees.

The European honeybee, brought to the United States in the early 1600’s, has dwindled in numbers due mainly to disease and bee pests, to having now just half the managed bee hives compared to the number of hives in operation in the 1950s.

It has been the mainstay for agricultural pollination. In Texas alone, the European honeybee pollinates on average $587 million of crops per year.
While native bees don’t produce honey, or enough to be commercially viable, they do pollinate. 
The U.S. is home to 4,000 bee species. Texas has at least 800 species of native bees. These bees participate in pollinating cultivated crops. On farms surrounded by sufficient natural habitat, a farmer can rely strictly upon native bees for pollination.
Most native bees are solitary, living in untilled ground, tree snags, plants, and other small places. The adults emerge from their nests for a few weeks during the year to pollinate. The rest of the year they remain in their nest. They are generally non-aggressive, and won’t sting unless their home is directly threatened.
The best known native bee is the bumblebee, which is a social bee. About fifty known species live in North America. They actually make better pollinators than honeybees because of their larger, fuzzier bodies.
The queen bumblebee will find a place to overwinter, and in the spring begin laying eggs. A bumblebee colony ranges from thirty to four hundred bees. They nest mainly in the ground, but also in things like birdhouses, flower pots, and any other place where debris remains untouched.
Bumblebees are the better choice for pollinating cool season crops like alfalfa and vetch, as they can fly at lower temperatures than the honeybee. They also have smaller nests, which makes them attractive to greenhouse producers.

It’s easy to provide habitat for native bees. First, use pesticides and herbicides correctly. Make sure you have a succession of flowering plants from spring to fall, as well as areas that are not cultivated, but left “wild”, so the bees can find homes.

One last word regarding honey. While it hasn’t been scientifically proven, many people swear that eating locally produced honey relieves allergy symptoms. However, you need to find minimally processed or unprocessed honey that still retains most of its original properties.
For more information about pollinators, try these websites: www.pollinator.org and www.nappc.org.
