
 

To solve pollinator health crisis, state
governments are key, study finds

January 30 2019, by Austin Fitzgerald

  
 

  

Credit: CC0 Public Domain

Insect pollinators are vital to the existence of almost 90 percent of the
world's flowering plants, including a large portion of food products.
Blueberries and cherries, for instance, depend on honey bee pollination.
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But pollinator populations are falling amid what has been termed an
"insect pollinator health crisis," and in the absence of sweeping
international or federal action on this issue, it falls to state legislatures to
come up with innovative solutions.

For the first time, researchers at the University of Missouri have
catalogued every pollinator protection policy enacted by state
governments from 2000-2017. The resulting database of information
allows everyone from legislators to the general public to study how state
lawmakers have addressed the issue over time.

"To monitor a problem of this scale, we need to be able to see what kind
of progress we are making across the country," said Damon Hall, an
assistant professor jointly appointed in MU's School of Natural
Resources and the College of Engineering. "Until now, no one had put
together a complete collection of legislation covering all 50 states. This
creates a problem, because how do you write effective laws without
knowing what has come before in other states?"

Upon examining the policies, Hall and his colleagues determined that
states boasted far more innovation and productivity in developing
solutions than the federal government. At the federal level, only four
bills were passed during the 17-year period that addressed pollinator
health. During the same period, a total of 109 relevant bills were passed
across 36 state legislatures, while 14 states did not pass any.

Policies varied greatly between states, though they typically focused on
issues that pertained most directly to local concerns. Some states, such as
Minnesota, encouraged the use of alternative, non-harmful pesticides
and adopted stricter pesticide labeling practices for retail garden plants,
while California used revenue from fines and penalties related to
pesticide regulations in order to develop a pollinator protection plan.
Still, the policies did not meet all the criteria scientists feel are necessary
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to properly address the pollinator crisis.

"We are seeing encouraging policy innovations, but there is no
momentum in state legislatures to adequately monitor this crisis," Hall
said. "Wild pollinating insects, like native bees, are wildlife to be
managed like any other kinds of wildlife, and that means we need data to
track population declines and to start experimenting with different types
of land-use programs. Without data, we don't have answers because we
don't know which questions to ask, and without a legislative push to fund
that data collection, we are spinning our wheels."

The study, "Insect pollinator conservation policy innovations: lessons for
lawmakers," was published in Environmental Science and Policy.
Rebecca Steiner of Saint Louis University and Lewis & Clark
Community College also contributed to the study. Support was provided
by the Center for Sustainability at Saint Louis University and the
Missouri Department of Conservation (cooperative agreements 336 and
359). The content is solely the responsibility of the authors and does not
necessarily represent the official views of the funding agencies.
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