
 

Research on "real-world" farms gives a
clearer picture of how pollination works

June 8 2015, by Ken Branson

  
 

  

Wild pollinators, like this bumble bee, account for the pollination of 80 percent
around the world. Credit: Joaqium Alves Gaspar
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Farmers should concern themselves with how many individual wild bees
they have pollinating their fields, not how many kinds of bees, according
to new research from Rutgers and the University of Calgary.

In their study of fruit plants in New Jersey, Pennsylvania and California,
Rachael Winfree, a Rutgers ecologist, and her co-authors found that the
abundance of a few dominant species of wild bee is more important than
the diversity of bee species pollinating crops.

"This is not to say that biodiversity is unimportant – far from it," says
Winfree, an associate professor of ecology, evolution and natural
resources in the School of Environmental and Biological Sciences.
"Biodiversity is a good thing to have for the environment in general, but
for the pollination of a particular crop plant, it's better to have more
individual bees."

Their research has been published in Ecology Letters and was also
highlighted recently in Nature.

The recent problems facing European honey bees – the bees that farmers
and beekeepers raise specifically to pollinate their crops – have been in
the news in recent years, but wild, or "native" bees also are vital to
pollination. Thousands of species of wild bees are responsible for
pollinating about 80 percent of flowering plants around the world,
according to Winfree's earlier research, and are particularly vital to the
plants Winfree and her co-authors studied. Sixty-two percent of the
pollination for watermelon is performed by wild bees, 25 percent for
cranberry and 14 percent for blueberry.

Winfree and her co-authors wanted to know whether it was more
important to pollination to have many species of wild pollinators, which
is what many laboratory and field experiments had indicated.
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"Lots of experiments and studies done in labs or controlled field settings
show that if you have more species you get more of some ecological
function, like pollination," Winfree says. "Do you get the same finding
when you go out to big scale on actual farms in the real world?"

Until recently, scientists lacked good analytical tools for understanding
data from farms and ecosystems functioning as they naturally do, 24
hours a day, seven days a week. "The real world is noisy," Winfree says.
Co-author Jeremy Fox, associate professor of ecology and evolutionary
biology at the University of Calgary, found a way to sort through all the
noise by applying a mathematical formula originally developed to
describe genetic changes over time – the Price Equation.

Applying it to the farms under study – some for two years, some for
three – allowed Winfree, Fox, and their colleagues to see that having
only a few species of wild pollinators didn't hurt pollination, and having
a lot of individual bees on the job helped a lot.

Wild bees don't have to be managed. Given the right conditions, they
just show up.

"Farmers can plant fallow fields and road edges with flowering plants,
preferably plants whose flowering periods overlap," Winfree says. "They
can leave piles of excavated earth when they dig a ditch or a pond, which
will give ground-nesting bees a place to live and flowering plants a place
to grow. And farmers can work with their neighbors to make the edges
of their property bee-friendly as well."

Provided by Rutgers University

Citation: Research on "real-world" farms gives a clearer picture of how pollination works (2015,
June 8) retrieved 26 April 2024 from

3/4

https://phys.org/tags/real+world/
https://phys.org/tags/pollination/


 

https://phys.org/news/2015-06-real-world-farms-clearer-picture-pollination.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://phys.org/news/2015-06-real-world-farms-clearer-picture-pollination.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

