
The Buzz around Pollinators 

 

 As this unconventional spring draws to a close, there is not only much to look back on, 

but much to look forward to with summer on the horizon. The birds, bees, and butterflies are all 

hard at work with one key task in common: they are all pollinators! Pollinators are animals that 

carry the pollen, or reproductive material, from the male part of a plant to the female, allowing 

fruits and seeds to be produced. Though there are other forms of pollination, such as by wind or 

self-pollinating plants, most of our flowering plants require help from pollinators. They are 

important to our ecosystems and our food, and without pollinators our world would not exist as 

we know it today. Did you know that roughly three quarters of the plants on Earth require 

pollination? 

The C&O Canal is home to a wide array of organisms, arguably some of the most 

important being pollinators. While the first animals that come to mind when we say “pollinator” 

may be birds, bees, and butterflies, there are many other important pollinators in the park. 

Species of bats, wasps, beetles, ants, flies (including some mosquitoes!) and moths also assist in 

this process.  

 

 
 

Collecting pollen for food, or accidentally carrying it from plant to plant in search of 

nectar or shelter are the primary methods in which pollen is transferred. They typically fall into 

two categories, generalists and specialists. A generalist pollinates many types of plants, typically 

whatever is available that fits their needs. This act contributes to cross-pollination and can result 

in establishing plant species in new areas. A specialist on the other hand focuses on a specific 

species or very few species. Over time, many specialists have evolved with the plants they 

pollinate to form a mutualistic, or mutually beneficial relationship. Generalists and specialists 

both play an important role in the success of our plant species. 

The C&O Canal offers a very wide range of habitat, including over 1,500 plant species in 

the park. This forces a large need for pollinators. Not only do the plants help to nourish the 

pollinators, but by helping with reproductive success of the plants, pollinators ensure there are 

plants to nourish other wildlife, too. These plants also have their own environmental benefits, 

from producing oxygen that we need to breathe, to holding the soil in place via extensive root 

systems, aiding in preventing soil erosion. Over 180,000 plant species require pollination to 



occur, with over 1,200 crops that rely on their help. Many of the food we enjoy eating would not 

be available without the work of these important critters. Our dinner plates would look a lot less 

colorful, and our pizzas might have very few toppings to choose from – including cheese and 

sauce! Dairy cows rely on feed that is pollinated, impacting the dairy industry. While many 

varieties of tomato plants are self-pollinating, pollinators can allow more material to be 

transferred, impacting the tomato crop. 

 

 
 

Pollinators sound pretty great, right? That’s because they are! While they are small, our 

pollinators work wonders for the world. Unfortunately, they are at risk. Threats such as invasive 

plant species take away key nutrients and habitat that our critters need to survive. These are 

usually obtained from native plant varieties. Take the monarch butterfly for example. It relies 

upon milkweed plants for various stages of its life. It is a food source for adults, and the ideal 

habitat for monarch eggs and caterpillars to grow. Habitat loss, pesticides, and climate change 

also impact pollinators, removing key food sources and shelter, putting pollinators in the path of 

harmful chemicals, and impacting plant growth as the climate changes. However, with education 

and continuing efforts, pollinators can continue to thrive and provide for us all. 

So as we look back on our memories of a sea of colorful spring flowers and adventurous 

cooking experiments; as we look outside at the lush green leaves or bountiful fruits growing in 

our gardens, we should be thankful for our small pollinator friends. Without pollinators, I for one 

can say that life quarantined during a pandemic would be a lot less bright. 

 

 


