
 

Nectarivores: A world of sweet-toothed
critters
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If you have a sweet tooth, you'll be familiar with the burst of energy
known as a sugar rush. But what if your survival depended on it? Would
you love it as much? Animals get the nutrients they need from different
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sources.

They have been broadly classified as carnivores, herbivores and 
omnivores. But animal diets are more varied and specific. For instance, a
nectarivore is the term for an animal that feeds mostly on nectar.

In other words, nectarivores feed on liquid candy. Nectarivores need the
energy that nectar provides to maintain their metabolic functions.

But plants need these animals to feed on nectar too.

When nectarivores sip on nectar, they collect scattered pollen produced
in a flower's anthers (male reproductive organs). Then, when they visit
another flower, they help transfer the pollen to the flower's stigma
(female reproductive organ). This is how pollination occurs. And without
pollination, there would be no plants.

WA is home to a variety of avid nectarivores, including approximately 
800 species of native bees.

And although not native to WA, the European honeybee is one of the 
most common nectarivores in the region.
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https://www.cell.com/current-biology/fulltext/S0960-9822(10)01094-8?_returnURL=https%3A%2F%2Flinkinghub.elsevier.com%2Fretrieve%2Fpii%2FS0960982210010948%3Fshowall%3Dtrue
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/herbivore/
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/omnivore/
https://www.cell.com/trends/plant-science/fulltext/S1360-1385(11)00006-9?_returnURL=https%3A%2F%2Flinkinghub.elsevier.com%2Fretrieve%2Fpii%2FS1360138511000069%3Fshowall%3Dtrue
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK546690/
https://www.uwa.edu.au/study/-/media/Faculties/Science/Docs/What-is-pollen.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK9991/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2838264/
https://www.wanaturalists.org.au/native-bees-in-your-garden/
https://www.csiro.au/en/news/all/articles/2018/august/can-you-beelieve-our-guide-to-native-bees
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35246626/


 

  

A bee’s tongue. Credit: James Petts, CC BY-SA 2.0

A honeybee's tongue is called a glossa. It is a segmented tube covered in
tiny hairs that trap nectar and suck it like a pump.

Rainbow lorikeets are another nectarivore that's widespread across
Western Australia. Like the European honeybee, they are an introduced
species, but a key part of WA's landscape. They have rough tongues with
brush-like tips that extend to capture and savor nectar from bottlebrush,
eucalyptus and grevillea flowers.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1742706121007066
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8465255/#B6-insects-12-00762
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8465255/#B6-insects-12-00762
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8465255/#B6-insects-12-00762
https://particle.scitech.org.au/earth/particle-101-rainbow-lorikeets/
https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topics/wildlife/2019/08/lorikeets-four-things-you-didnt-know-about-them/#:~:text=Rainbow%20lorikeets%20were%20introduced%20to,escaped%20or%20released%20caged%20birds.
https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topics/wildlife/2019/08/lorikeets-four-things-you-didnt-know-about-them/#:~:text=Rainbow%20lorikeets%20were%20introduced%20to,escaped%20or%20released%20caged%20birds.
https://www.jstage.jst.go.jp/article/ofaj/88/1/88_1_17/_article
https://www.jstage.jst.go.jp/article/ofaj/88/1/88_1_17/_article


 

And then there are natives like the elusive honey possum. This small
marsupial has a long snout, few teeth and a bristled tongue as long as its
head. These adaptations help it sip rapidly on its favorite banksia
flowers. A convenient adaptation, since it can sip up to its total body
weight in nectar daily.

Nectar is a wonderful treat, but not every animal can get a taste of it. It is
usually reserved for animals with specific traits, like those previously
described.

Sometimes, flowers will only attract a specific kind of pollinator, leading
to what scientists have named pollination syndromes.

These tight bonds between animal and flower are forms of ecological 
specialization. And scientists have found that the Southwest Australian
Floristic Region is home to a variety of these interactions. For instance, 
flowers in the region visited mainly by bees tend to be small, blue and
yellow and to store pollen inside them.
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https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/travel/2019/10/adventure-island/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/jmor.1052230307?saml_referrer
https://www.uwa.edu.au/study/-/media/Faculties/Science/Docs/Features-of-the-honey-possum.pdf
https://researchportal.murdoch.edu.au/esploro/outputs/conferencePresentation/Honey-possums-and-their-association-with/991005540355607891
https://www.bushheritage.org.au/species/honey-possum
https://www.bushheritage.org.au/species/honey-possum
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/ele.12224?casa_token=eee1UpPTiWoAAAAA:NDf2mKl8HraQGcsFmlRULdZUfuii0RTggdV7DkoB1Zfky1TtOkAgZPSGyQR5fc11qe1vaEpaVPQlX2E
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.1461-0248.2011.01662.x
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/357764655_One_biodiversity_hotspot_to_rule_them_all_southwestern_Australia-an_extraordinary_evolutionary_centre_for_plant_functional_and_taxonomic_diversity
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/357764655_One_biodiversity_hotspot_to_rule_them_all_southwestern_Australia-an_extraordinary_evolutionary_centre_for_plant_functional_and_taxonomic_diversity
https://www.publish.csiro.au/BT/pdf/BT23007


 

  

Honey Possum. Credit: Kym Nicolson, CC BY 4.0

And some species of native plasterer bees have enlarged mouthparts
(known as palpi), which allow them to extract nectar from the long silky-
leaved blood flowers.

Nectarivores come in many shapes and sizes. And so do their tongues.

As pollinators, they are responsible for our plant diversity and crops.
Therefore, protecting our nectarivores means ensuring our own survival.

As many species around the world face extinction, protecting
nectarivores is fundamental.
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2838264/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1440-6055.1983.tb01894.x
https://phys.org/tags/nectar/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-021-03890-9
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0021363
https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/conl.12162


 

Because who would have known that a sweet tooth could do so much for
us?

This article first appeared on Particle, a science news website based at
Scitech, Perth, Australia. Read the original article.
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