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BEE KIND to OUR POLLINATOR FRIENDS





The quiet of an early summer morning was disrupted when Bob, my neighbor, and his dog Bertha came racing through my back yard all upset about something.  Bob had one hand clasped in the other, and Bertha was delighted to be out for a run.  “Do you have any white vinegar?” he asked with a touch of panic in his voice.  “I need some.  I’ve been stung by a vicious bee!”
“Calm down and sit down, and I’ll get you some.  Why the panic?  Why vinegar?” I asked calmly, and went inside in search of vinegar - and a dog biscuit.  
“My father developed an allergy to bee stings late in life, so I may be allergic too.  And my grandmother always prescribed white vinegar as a remedy,” he explained.

He continued, “Bees seem to be everywhere.  But I’m going to fight back—get them out of my gardens.  What a nuisance.”
I returned with the vinegar.  And some advice.  “Bob, the bee that stung you had no malice intent.  You likely just got in its way.  While you’re waiting for the vinegar to do its magic (I was skeptical), let me tell you a little about pollinators.”
“Pollinators?”  he asked.

“Right.  Most bees are important pollinators, but they are not the only pollinators.  The vast U.S. is home to thousands of species of bees, as well as butterflies, moths, beetles, and birds that also serve to pollinate flowers.   They gather pollen or nectar from ripe flowers; and in the process, they transfer pollen among plants, thus finishing the reproductive cycle that leads to fruits and seeds.”
“So without pollinators, no flowers,” Bob concluded.

“Worse than that,” I added.  “Without pollinators, no food!  Scientists are still gathering information on our native pollinators, but it seems clear that many populations are in trouble, which is bad news for people who like to eat. Estimates vary, but pollinators help produce as much as one-third of our foods.  Something to be concerned about, no?” 

“Absolutely! You know how I enjoy food,” Bob answered, still nursing his sting.  “So I guess you’re going to tell me to leave the bees alone.”

“More than that.  I’m going to tell you how to attract bees and other pollinators to your gardens.  On our own small properties and in our own small ways, we gardeners can help stop the downward trend in beneficial insect populations.  And don't worry that you're inviting some bad neighbors to visit your garden.  Most native bees are solitary and very rarely sting, unlike the more defensive honeybee. You game?” I asked him.

“Yea, sure.  I’m willing to give it a try.  What do I do?” he asked.

“Excellent.  Follow these basic steps to encourage your own population of pollinators: 

1. Avoid use of pesticides. If you're faced with a serious problem that threatens the life of a plant that you can't do without, use the least toxic product available. Consider living with a few chewed leaves, because the chewer may mature to a welcome butterfly or moth.

2. Incorporate flowering plants in your landscape, especially local flora whenever possible. Northeastern native perennials to try:  Butterfly Weed (Asclepias tuberosa) - not to be confused with Butterfly Bush which is an exotic, Swamp Milkweed (Asclepias incarnate), Wild Blue Phlox (Phlox divaricata),  Joe Pye Weed (Eupatorium dubium), Woodland Sunflower (Helianthus divaricastus), Ox-Eye or False Sunflower (Heliopsis helianthoides), New England Blazing Star (Liatris scariosa), Bee Balm or Wild Bergamot (Monarda fistulosa), New England and New York Asters (Asteracea), Black-Eyed Susan or Coneflower (Rudebeckia), Purple Coneflower (Echinacea purpurea)  Cardinal Flower (Lobelia cardinalis), Wild Indigo (Baptisia) and Culver's Root (Veronicastrum). Blueberries (Vaccinium corymbosum) are natives, too.  Seek out straight natives that are insured to provide optimum habitat.  The wildlife value of cultivars is questionable.

3. Try to have a variety of plants in bloom over a long season, to nurture different pollinators from spring to fall. A long bloom season is often a goal for gardeners, and it turns out not to be a selfish one!

4. Supply water for wildlife, especially during extended periods of drought.”
“Sounds easy enough,” Bob noted as he returned the vinegar.
“So how’s that vinegar working?” I asked.

“Grandma was right.  It feels better.  And no allergic reaction.”  Problem solved, Bob and Bertha trotted back from whence they came.   

“And if it’s any consolation,” I shouted after them, “consider the poor bee.  Its entire stinging apparatus, poison sac and all, was wrenched from its abdomen -- a fatal injury for the bee.”
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
If you have children who would be interested in learning a little about plants and their respective pollinators, here’s a website that offers a great interactive game to play:
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/flower/pollinator.html
For more information on native pollinators:  www.xerces.org   

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

This article is provided by the Chatham Conservation Commission for informational purposes.  All characters are fictitious, including the story-teller.   For more information, contact the Chatham Conservation office 508-945-5164.
