
 With bee populations on the decline, the need to make beneficial changes is on the rise 
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You may think that making honey and buzzing through the garden is the extent of bees’ impact on our 

lives, but they play a much more crucial role.    

In fact, without bees you would not be able to get through the day. Because of their function as 

pollinators, bees are an integral part of our food chain even beyond producing a food item themselves.   

“A lot of the diversity in our diet and a lot of the nutrition-rich food comes to us from pollinators,” said 

Denise Ellsworth, the Extension program director of honey bee and native pollinator education in the 

Department of Entomology at The Ohio State University. 

As pollinators, bees help plants make seeds and fruit by transferring pollen from one plant to another as 

they forage for nectar and pollen to bring back to their colonies for food. It is estimated that a single bee 

can pollinate up to 5,000 flowers in a single day, according to the University of Arkansas Cooperative 

Extension Service. 

This prolific pollinating means that approximately 35 percent of our food crops are dependent on 

pollinators such as bees to reproduce, according to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

Natural Resources Conservation Services. 

And not only are bees important in terms of our diets, but they are also “very important economically,” 

said Reed Johnson, an associate professor in Ohio State’s Department of Entomology. Johnson explained 

that bee pollination can make agriculture more productive by increasing crop yields.  

For example, soybeans see around a 10 percent increase in yield thanks to bees; crops like squash and 

cucumber have between a 50-70 percent increase; and at the far extreme, almonds get around a 90 



percent increase in yield, “to the point that,” Johnson said, “there’s almost no point in growing almonds 

unless you can have the bees there to pollinate them.” 

Overall, bees are responsible for over $15 billion in crops annually in the United States, according to the 

Natural Resources Defense Council, as well as around $150 million in honey every year. 

However, Ellsworth emphasized that bees would be important to the environment even if they did not 

directly impact humans’ quality of life. “We just don’t understand all of the relations that are out 

there—the really intricate food webs in nature—and how these creatures all play an important role,” 

said Ellsworth. “We don’t necessarily know what that role is or understand that role, but that doesn’t 

mean that it’s not important to try and help preserve that biodiversity as best we can.” 

The recent population decline 

In recent years, there has been an alarming drop in bee populations both among wild bees and among 

the 2.5 million honeybee colonies currently managed by humans. Since 2006, the winter mortality rate 

in honey bee colonies has been almost double the historical rate, according to the USDA Economic 

Research Service. This population decline is reflected in a 9 percent drop in honey production since 

2016, according to the USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service. 

This population drop is due to a variety of factors. According to Johnson, those factors include disease, a 

recently introduced parasitic mite, pesticides being used incorrectly and habitat loss. Because of these 

factors combined, “It’s gotten more difficult to keep bees alive,” said Johnson.  

Currently, two of the most impactful factors are pesticide and insecticide use and habitat loss.  

While many insecticides are designed specifically to not harm bees, they can still harm the insects if they 

are not used correctly. Johnson explained that some farmers may not follow the label directions on the 



insecticide, or may mix the insecticides with other chemicals, such as fungicides or additional pesticides, 

when applying them. These actions can turn an insecticide that was otherwise harmless to bees lethal.  

However, the impact of insecticide use on bees can be easily mitigated by farmers carefully following 

the label on the insecticides which detail the proper methods of preparation and application. “The label 

is the law,” Johnson said. If you follow the directions on the label, you minimize the risk of killing bees. 

The other big factor affecting bees’ population decline is habitat loss. Habitat loss is caused by the use of 

herbicides, urbanization and current landscaping trends with “huge expanses of turfgrass,” Ellsworth 

said.  

“The lack of flowers in many locations throughout the year because of changes in how we’re managing 

our landscapes” can lead to bees having trouble finding adequate food in the early spring and late fall, 

and can cause them to starve during the winter, Johnson explained. “Aggressive weed control in 

agriculture [and in lawns] has been a disaster for bees,” he said, “because what other people call weeds 

are flowering plants that the bees have been using for food.”  

Fortunately, these two factors are both things that humans can easily control and make strides towards 

improving.  

What you can do to help 

Experts agree that even the smallest of efforts by the average person can make a significant positive 

impact on the health of bee populations. “The key thing is just to encourage flowers on the land that 

you are in charge of,” said Johnson, “even if you just have one square foot to plant something in.” 

“I think that there are things that everyone can do in their own landscape, in their garden or even in a 

couple of containers on their deck,” said Ellsworth. “Just growing a few plants that will provide some 

good nectar and pollen…benefits a lot of different creatures.”  



Johnson also recommended researching what flowers are best for the bees in your area. “Some of the 

more ornamental flowers are pretty much useless from a bee’s perspective,” he warned. The Ohio State 

University’s Bee Lab website—u.osu.edu/beelab/plants—is one such resource to find what native plants 

are good for Ohio pollinators. 

It is important that everyone makes an effort to improve the environment for bees. “Every acre has 

about 20,000 individual bees on it,” stated Ellsworth. “That’s a lot of bees and a lot of hungry bees to 

feed. So, we all need to do something to help provide those flowers.” 

Even if you are unable to garden, there is still something you can do to help. Sending in photos of bees 

you see to the Ohio Bee Atlas on iNaturalist.org helps researchers keep track of bee populations in Ohio.  

“You don’t have to have a garden. You don’t have to grow anything. You don’t have to be a beekeeper. 

You just need a device to take a picture of a bee and upload it to iNaturalist,” Ellsworth said. “And you 

don’t even need to know what kind of bee it is, because it goes up into the cloud and bee experts weigh 

in on what the identity of that bee is.” 

Bees are an important part of our food system, economy and environment. We depend on them for our 

continued survival, and to an extent they also depend on us to provide an environment in which they 

can survive. We should make an effort, both as a society and individuals, to ensure that bees can thrive 

for their sake and our own. 


