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Super Pollinators to the Rescue 
 
Bees and other insects like butterflies, moths, and wasps can all act as pollinators. 
Even bigger animals like hummingbirds and bats play this role in some habitats. But 
what is pollination?  

 
Plants have material called pollen 
in their flowers located on a 
structure called a stamen. There 
are several stamens in each 
blossom. The pollen must be 
moved from the stamens to 
another part of the flower, called 
the pistil, in order to fertilize the 
flower. Pollination allows the flower 
to produce fruit and seed. A 
pollinator is any organism that 
moves pollen from one flower to 
another on the same plant or in 
another plant of the same species, 
pollinating it.   

 
Pollination is so important to plant reproduction that many plants have developed 
physical adaptations like brightly colored flowers to attract pollinators. Nectar production 
by plants is another adaptation to attract pollinators. Nectar is a sugar-water mixture 
that pollinators can use as a food source.  
 
Honeybees collect nectar and pollen to make their food and wax “combs” that are 
important storage and brood structures in their hives. Pollen is a good protein source, 
and it is used to feed the brood (baby bees known as larvae) back at the hive.  
Bees act as pollinators for plants while they collect pollen and nectar and, wow, are they 
good at it!  
 
Honeybees are champion pollinators. They have a couple of behavioral adaptations 
that help them with this task. First, they are able to visit up to 3,000 flowers a day! 
Secondly, because an individual bee tends to focus on visiting one type of flower at a 
time, it is much more likely that the pollen they collect will be transferred to other plants 
of the same species. This is called cross-pollination. For many plants, it is the only form 
of pollination that will result in seeds that can grow into new plants. 
 
Honeybees also have special physical adaptations that help them collect pollen and 
create honey. First, bees are very hairy. They even have hairs on their eyes! Have you 
ever rubbed a balloon against your hair on a cool dry day and then had the balloon stick 
to your hair? The hair on a bee’s body works the same way. The hairs have a static 
charge that makes pollen stick to them when the bee brushes up against a flower’s 
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stamens. This makes it easy for bees to transfer pollen from stamens to pistils in order 
to fertilize plants. 
 
Bees also have stiff hairs on their legs called pollen combs. These combs allow them 
to collect the pollen from their body hair as they groom themselves. The bees then 
mash the pollen into clumps using a special spot in their leg joint called the pollen 
press. They pack the clumps of pollen into special containers on their hind legs, called 
pollen baskets. 
 
This pollination process is not only important to plants in the wild. Our global food 
system depends on pollinators because plants are the producers at the base of food 
webs for most animals, including humans. In fact, many farmers have hives of 
honeybees delivered to their fields just to pollinate their crops! Some of the crops 
farmers use these pollination services for are: apples, cranberries, melons, broccoli, 
blueberries, cherries, and almonds. In fact, almonds depend entirely on honeybees for 
pollination at bloom time! 
 

 


