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BEE SMART, BEE COUNTED, BEE PART OF THE MILLION
by Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
Pollinators, including bees, butterflies, birds, and bats, are responsible for one out of three bites of food we take each day, according to the National Pollinator Garden Network, but pollinator numbers are dropping, many at a rapid rate.  Various factors have affected their decline, but there is good news; something we like will help them increase their numbers - more flowers!  Pollinators rely on the nectar and pollen provided by flowering plants, but there just aren't as many natural areas as there used to be, so loads more of these plants need to be planted.  Increasing the number of pollinator-friendly gardens and landscapes will help improve the numbers and health of pollinators across the country.  

Dr. Mike Merchant, Professor and Extension Urban Entomologist with Texas A&M AgriLife Research and Extension Center at Dallas, recently published an article on his ‘Insects in the City’ website (www.Citybugs.tamu.edu) about this topic.  Did you know that there are 4,000 species of bees in the U.S., and 25,000 known kinds of bees worldwide?  Merchant noted that while honey bees get most of the attention from the public, the other 3,999 species of pollinator bees provide most of the pollination services to native and agricultural plants.  He stated that tomatoes and eggplants rely largely on bumble bees; unfortunately, they are one of the fastest disappearing types of pollinators.  Merchant believes this might be due to their complex habitat needs, climate change and, possibly, their special sensitivity to environmental pollutants, like pesticides. Many other bees, like leaf cutting bees, mason bees and sweat bees, go largely unknown and unappreciated by most people, including many gardeners. However, awareness of the importance of bees and other pollinators, and the challenges they are facing is increasing.  

Pollination of food crops is a critical issue for anyone who likes to eat. In May, the White House launched a new initiative to protect pollinator health.  The three goals of the initiative are reducing honey bee colony losses to economically sustainable levels; increasing monarch butterfly numbers to protect the annual migration; and restoring or enhancing millions of acres of land for pollinators through combined public and private action. 
So what can we, as individuals, do to help accomplish these goals set for the whole country?  This is where the “bee smart, bee counted, bee part of the million” comes in. We can start by participating in the Million Pollinator Garden Challenge, a campaign to establish and register a million public and private gardens and landscapes across the country to support pollinators by providing food, water and habitat. We can establish, or add to, pollinator gardens in our yards, gardens or other landscaped or natural areas, then register those areas on the Pollinator Partnership (P2) website (www.pollinator.org, and click on ‘SHARE’).  There are currently 184,822 pollinator gardens registered on the site.  I plan to register the Master Gardener’s wonderful demonstration gardens; Coastal Oaks Garden, the Children’s Garden and the Prairie Garden, which are located at the Aransas County Extension office.  
P2, a non-profit organization, is dedicated exclusively to the protection and promotion of pollinators and their habitats.  It has a great deal of information on how to improve your garden and expand the number of pollinator species attracted.  Other helpful sites are the Million Pollinator Garden Challenge (http://millionpollinatorgardens.org/), the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center (www.wildflower.org), and the Xerces Society (http://www.xerces.org/).   You can also contact the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners at 790-0103 for more information.  
There are several things to consider when planning a pollinator garden; the most important is to plan for a variety of plants flowering for as many months as possible.  Ideally, select plants that are native to the Coastal Bend, or at least to south Texas.  Include some early spring blooming trees, such as wild olive and Mexican plum, or early blooming shrubs, which are especially important to early emergers like bumble bees, according to Dr. Merchant.

Many websites, including the Wildflower Center site, provide lists of plants sorted by their flowering time.  Also very important is to avoid using broad spectrum pesticides, including general sprays for mosquitoes in the landscape.  If you must spray, do so in the evening when bees are tucked in to their hives for the night.  Always follow the pesticide label (it is the law), and before purchasing a product, read the label carefully to see if it mentions that it is harmful to bees.  If you have plants that regularly require spraying, it may be best to replace them with another species of plant.

Pollinators need water, but not deep water; after all, it is not for swimming, it is for drinking.  A shallow dish with pebbles or soil just barely covered with water is great.  A couple small areas of bare soil is also important to many species of bees.  

Consider building a bee house or hotel.  Information on these accommodations for bees is available on the internet or at the Aransas County Library.  

Keep in mind that the perfect garden isn’t required. Any pollinator plants are better than none. Native plants are preferable, but a mix of native and adapted plants is great.  Start with what you have and build on it.  As your garden matures, and you add to it, it will get better and better. Plant it, and they will come. 
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