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Introduction 

 

The plight of pollinators has been gaining increased attention by members of the public, farmer and 

environmental groups, and even politicians.  Now more than ever there is a need to connect with others 

who are interested in conserving our pollinators in order to pool our ideas and resources.  This will allow 

for further awareness of the threats to be raised and, most importantly, of actions that can be taken to 

reduce the threats to those pollinator species most at-risk of decline in our region. 

 

Pollination Guelph is a grassroots charitable organization that strives to protect pollinators and their 

habitats; it has a reputation of creating habitat in Guelph and educating the public throughout southern 

Ontario through presentations and events, such as their annual pollination symposium.  Wildlife 

Preservation Canada is a national charitable organization that prides itself on being the ‘intensive care 

unit’ for species at-risk, and is actively working to save pollinators from extinction through various 

methods, including captive breeding programs for declining butterflies and bumble bees.    

 

On March 7, 2015, with the support of a National Conservation Plan grant from the Government of 

Canada, these two organizations held a multi-stakeholder round table discussion about the threats to 

pollinators and ideas of ways to help.  About 60 individuals, including students, gardeners, researchers, 

naturalists, and farmers, participated in these discussions.  Six questions were provided to help guide the 

conversation.  The goal was to gain, from individuals and representatives of groups from across Ontario 

and Quebec, a better understanding of people’s views towards pollinators, what they have been doing in 

their own areas to help, any roadblocks they have faced or areas that they need help with, and ideas of 

what they would like to do.  As there are many groups researching and advocating for honey bees, this 

round table focused on native insect pollinators. 

 

It is hoped that the connections made amongst participants during the event will inspire further 

collaborations in future.  This document will serve as a summary of the topics raised for each question, 

which can help provide direction for next steps.  

 

Discussions 

 

1. What do you consider to be the major threats to pollinators? In general? In urban areas? In rural 

areas? Around agriculture? 

 

In general, the major threats to pollinators stem from many factors including development and loss 

or fragmentation of habitat (resulting in more sparse food sources, a lack of nesting and 

overwintering sites, in-breeding depression and more), climate change, neonicotinoid and other 

pesticides, parasites and pathogens, diseases in and spillover from managed pollinators, exotic 

species, and an overall lack of knowledge related to the types of pollinators, their ecological 

requirements, and their importance.   
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Within urban areas, many residents believe that pristine lawns (i.e. just turf grass) and no diversity 

are the ‘best’ (visually/aesthetically) and most desired.  Residents often spend large amounts of time 

and money maintaining these lawns, and are unaware that this provides no habitat for wildlife.  

Indeed, if all the lawns in Ontario, Canada, and North America were combined, the area would rival 

that of the area of protected parks!  Subdivisions and changes in zoning are also a threat as they 

remove or cause fragmentation of the already declining natural areas within cities and municipalities. 

 

Farmers within rural areas have been increasingly using monoculture crops, particularly for cash 

crop farming, with the result of turning pastures, natural meadows and grasslands into actively 

managed land. Hedgerows between agricultural fields are also being eliminated to maximize crop 

space, leaving very little suitable habitat for pollinators in agricultural areas.  This change comes 

with increased prices for crops like corn and soybean, and a desire to avoid risks with alternative 

crops, which relates to financial pressures experienced by many farmers. This comes at a time when 

the value of pollinators in field edges, hedgerows, and the like are increasingly shown to be 

important. 

 

Using bees (e.g honey bees, bumble bees, mason bees) within agriculture also poses significant 

threats. Transporting bees to different farms induces stress upon the bees and exposes them to 

increased levels of chemicals as compared to those left in more isolated, non-agricultural areas. 

Numerous types of farming using bees exist, but not all beekeeping practices are bee-friendly, and 

some can potentially harm the colony. 

 

 

2. Where did you first learn and/or continue to learn about pollinators and these threats? 
 

There are a variety of ways to learn about the importance of pollinators and the threats to their 

survival. Social media has had a large impact on both the younger and older generations allowing 

many organizations to send messages about a variety of related topics, from suggestions about 

pollinator-friendly plants to include in gardens to upcoming events the public can participate in to 

research updates, articles, and more.  These messages can be sent to a wide range of people by only a 

click of a button.  Websites are a go-to source for more in-depth information and one can easily 

spend hours learning about the various aspects of pollinators and their health, ecological 

requirements, threats and what people can do to help. 

 

Getting outside helps people realize and appreciate the beauty of nature and, increasingly, a decline 

in biodiversity. Some individuals may have seen bats and monarchs in previous summers but have 

noticed a decline, sparking concern as to why this is occurring.  

 

Media coverage, such as has been seen related to increases in honey bee colony collapses, 

neonicotinoid pesticides, and monarch butterflies, has done a lot to raise awareness of pollinator 

declines.  It is largely thanks to this attention that the general public is aware of the topic, and 

environmental groups can build on this and further educate citizens. Individuals are able to attend 

educational presentations and discussions to learn more about pollinators. Presentations such as 

those held recently across the province by the Ontario Ministries of Agriculture, Food and Rural 

Affairs, and the Environment and Climate Change on their pollinator health action plan, and other 
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presentations, such as recent ones in Guelph and London, featuring informative panel discussions 

with professionals such as city officials, beekeepers, gardeners and representatives from large 

corporations such as Bayer, can be a great experience for the public wanting to learn about the issue 

from all angles. Attending these presentations and having discussions with friends and family can 

leave people wanting to learn more, which is where environmental organizations can step in.  

 

Many other examples were raised during the round table discussions.  They can often be traced to  

friends, family, mainstream media, social media, presentations (e.g. naturalist clubs), handouts, 

environmental groups (e.g. their websites), magazine/newsletter articles, books, researchers, 

scientific research papers, even songs like Joni Mitchell’s “Big Yellow Taxi” – “leave me the spots 

on my apples”. 

 

 

3. Where do or would you look to get more information? About pollinator health? About ideas for 

action? 
 

Many websites, handouts from events, and presentations list various online and paper resources 

available to the general public.  Traditional media is useful for raising awareness although it often 

does not get into a lot of specific details. Social media is a very valuable resource for spreading and 

sharing information. Knowing how people access resources and which ones they find useful can help 

make the delivery of information more efficient. 

 

4. What can we do to combat these threats? 
 

There are a variety of ways to combat the threats posed to pollinators, throughout the differing 

landscapes and land use practices that surround us. Some general ideas include supporting research 

being done as well as advocating at the local, provincial and federal levels to protect and increase the 

numbers of pollinators.  There are also some specific actions that can be taken to alleviate or remove 

the impacts of pesticides, habitat loss and disease.  There is no single cause of pollinator declines 

and thus there is no single solution to the problem: a multi-pronged approach targeting different 

audiences and practices is best. 

 

A lot of negative attention is paid to the agricultural industry during these discussions, so it is very 

important to understand farmers and their views.  Learn where they are coming from and ask them 

how can we help and what do you need? By asking the right questions and engaging in a discussion 

rather than issuing demands, more resolutions can be found.  Encouraging farmers to take a more 

ecological approach to farming and supporting organic farms will go a long way to help combat the 

negative impacts of pesticides on pollinators.  Similarly, encouraging neonic-free nursery/bedding 

plants can also help to prevent negative effects on pollinators in urban and rural areas.  

 

Habitat loss can be prevented on both a small and large scale. Landowners can invest in native, 

pollinator-friendly flowering plants that bloom from spring to fall and well as converting their grass 

lawn into pollinator habitat; this can occur on areas such as boulevards through to large 

commercial/industrial properties and beyond.  An economic argument can be made in most cases 

that shows it is cheaper to plant and maintain a native habitat than to mow and maintain a traditional 

turfgrass lawn. 
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Incorporating a value system similar to one in Europe, which pays for goldenrod and other 

pollinator-friendly plants to be planted, may increase the number of people who decide to plant it on 

their own property.  A similar program exists in Ontario and across Canada – the ALUS program 

(Alternative Land Use Services) compensates and encourages farmers to create habitat on their 

properties, and has been a big supporter of planting and managing for pollinators.  On a larger scale, 

people can advocate for roadside and rights of way (e.g. hydro, gas) pollinator plantings, and/or 

changes in maintenance routines, as these can create much needed pollinator pathways and corridors. 

 

While small-scale actions do add up over time, it is important to get governments onside and 

involved.  An individual can make a big difference in municipal government activities in particular 

because it is local and councilors are easy to approach and more willing to listen.  Vocalize your 

own power by asking questions and offering solutions to problems.  Often governments may be 

interested in helping but they don’t know how to, especially with tight finances.   

 

The same principles hold true for higher levels of government: open up a discussion, express your 

concerns and ideas, and support activities and policies the governments suggest that will benefit 

pollinators.  An example that the provincial government has proposed is the Ontario pollinator health 

strategy.  When it comes to diseases, encouraging the federal government to regulate managed 

pollinators so that their health, movement and disposal are monitoring can help reduce the amount 

and variety of diseases infecting our pollinators. 

 

Back on a local level: ask nurseries and garden centres for native, pollinator-friendly plants.  Many 

regional lists are available  

 

It is important for people to have the physical hands on interaction with pollinators and pollinator 

habitat, whether it be planting a garden or making bee boxes.  There are lots of opportunities for 

people to get involved locally, through community gardens, ‘adopt a park’, and of course, working 

with environmental groups already doing great things! 

 

Research is another important avenue that is often overlooked.  Further investigations into all of the 

above areas should be supported. 

 

5. What actions have you taken? What were the short-term and long-term results? What challenges 

did you face? What benefits did you get? 
 

Some cities are starting to recognize the importance of ‘greening’ and even ‘pollinator habitat’, 

which will have many positive results for pollinators. One of the challenges of doing so is getting the 

general public and residents on board to support the initiative and participate, because if they don’t 

nothing will get done.  

 

Pollination Guelph worked with the City of Guelph to have pollinators and pollinator habitat 

specifically identified in their Official Plan and Natural Heritage Strategy.  It was the first 

municipality in Canada to do so, and other municipalities are looking to Guelph as an example of 

what can be done in their own Cities.  Indeed, a group of citizens in London is working towards 

having that city be declared a ‘Pollinator Sanctuary’.  
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Various organizations have been planting trees, shrubs, and wildflowers for pollinators.  Those 

represented during the discussions included Arboretum volunteers, Environmental Youth Alliance, 

Girl Guides of Canada, Horticultural Societies, Master Gardeners, Ontario Nature and their Youth 

Council, Naturalist Clubs, Scouts Canada, Writers, and more. 

 

The Ontario Nature Youth Council (ONYC) helps to spread awareness by developing posters, videos 

and holding workshops in their communities. A hands-on pollinator project has also taken place in 

Hamilton that involves building bee boxes, an adopt-a-park initiative, planting and collaboration 

with the City of Hamilton. It is also important to incorporate these ideas and outreach into schools to 

reach the younger audiences.  

 

The ONYC designed a postcard about pollinators and had 2000 of them signed by high school 

students and public event attendees at events such as the Green Living show. The signed postcards 

were delivered to the Premier as well as a letter from the ONYC. The campaign had credibility 

because the Council sought knowledge first, by hosting a debate on the issue of pesticides and 

pollinators with representatives from both sides. 

 

Pollination Guelph has been busy creating and maintaining habitat, conducting research, advocacy, 

and community outreach.  Visit their website at www.pollinationguelph.ca for more information. 

 

A big challenge is that groups are still working in isolation.  Small organizations want to conduct 

events but do not have any resources, while others are duplicating work by creating the same type of 

outreach materials.  A provincial or national body that can be a go-to source and have a full-time 

coordinator would be very helpful. 

 

6. What other ideas do you have? What do you need to make them happen? 
 

Getting young people interested and involved in pollinators and their significance to us is very 

important. To do this, planting events and presentations for all ages within neighbourhoods is a good 

way to get families and associations involved. Selling seeds or giving away small pollinator-friendly 

plants may also help to get people planting native flowers in their yards and gardens.  

 

People ask "can you make change?" and when there is change you need to go back and show/tell 

them that what they did made a difference.  Follow up! 

 

Finally, it seems that people of this day and age get tired of issues easily, so messages about 

pollinators need to be reiterated in different ways. When people do participate and try to protect 

pollinators, they also need to be acknowledged. 

 

Bee the example!  If everyone planted a single plant, just imagine the difference it could make!  

Spread the word and be an advocate for pollinators.   

 

  

http://www.pollinationguelph.ca/
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