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Info How can agroforestry  

help pollinators?

A southeastern blueberry bee on a redbud tree.  
Photo by Nancy Adamson, NRCS ENTSC/Xerces 

Over one hundred crop species in North America require a visit from an insect pollinator 
to be most productive. In the past, native bees, feral honey bees, and other pollinators 
could meet the needs of  these diverse crops because farms were typically interspred with 

pollinator habitat. Today, farms in the U.S. are larger and have less nearby habitat to support pollinators.
Private landowners can do a lot to support these critical pollinators by providing habitat and food 

sources for honey bees, native bees, butterflies, and others. Pollinator habitat and floral diversity on the 
farm also benefit producers of  insect pollinated crops by improving pollination and increasing yield. 
Agroforestry practices can be designed to meet the needs of  both pollinators and landowners.

3-step approach to help pollinators

01
Recognize
Many agroforestry 
practices already 

provide good
habitat for 
pollinators

02
Protect

Protect the 
existing habitat 
from damaging 

disturbances and 
pesticides

03
Enhance

Improve the 
existing habitat by 
adding a variety of 
flowering plants or 

nesting habitats.

http://nac.unl.edu/Working_Trees/index.htm?utm_source=Infosheet&utm_medium=PDFDownload&utm_campaign=Pollinator
http://nac.unl.edu/practices/index.htm?utm_source=Infosheet&utm_medium=PDFDownload&utm_campaign=Pollinator


Pollinators need:
Nearby pollen and nectar sources: Female bees spend less 
time commuting between nest sites and food sources when they are 
close together. This extra time allows bees to put more resources into 
their offspring by visiting more flowers. 

Agroforestry opportunities: Many practices, such as alley cropping, 
riparian buffers, silvopasture, and windbreaks, can provide pollen and 
nectar for insects. Some trees and shrubs planted for their production 
value also have pollinator benefits, such as berry-producing shrubs 
like blueberries and raspberries, ornamental plants like curly willow, 
medicinal plants like goldenseal, and hardwoods like black cherry.

NAC Photo

Blackberries provide both a harvestable crop 
as well as pollen and nectar for pollinators.

Plant diversity: Pollinators must have access to pollen and 
nectar even when crops are not flowering. A diversity of  plants 
with overlapping blooming times from early in the spring until 
late in the fall will provide forage all season. Bees are most active 
from March to October, longer in mild climates. 

Agroforestry opportunities: All agroforestry practices involve 
planting multiple species together. Including low-growing 
(herbaceous), middle (shrub or small tree), and/or canopy species 
that flower throughout the growing season creates diverse habitat 
niches that support pollinators. 

Native plants: The use of  native plants in agroforestry systems can 
provide critical habitat for butterflies and other native pollinators. Just 
as some butterflies require specific host plants, some specialist bees 
will only gather pollen from specific native plants.

Agroforestry opportunities: Native plants can be incorporated 
into existing or new agroforestry practices. Many native plants 
produce fruits, nuts, decorative floral materials, or medicinal 
products and can provide additional income. 
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Protection from pesticides: Pesticides can harm pollinators. 
Reducing pesticide use or providing habitat protected from pesticides 
can help. 

Agroforestry opportunities: By reducing wind speeds and serving 
as barriers, agroforestry practices such as windbreaks, hedgerows, 
and riparian buffers can prevent or reduce the transport or drift of  
pesticides from one field to another. These practices can also provide 
habitat for pest-controlling insects and thus reduce the need for and 
cost of  pesticide applications. Reduced pesticide use can, in turn, be 
beneficial for pollinators. 

For more information see: 
http://nac.unl.edu/issues/pollinators.htm

NAC Photo

Agroforestry can be added to agricultural 
landscapes to reduce the impacts of pesticides 
on pollinators.
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Contact: USDA National Agroforestry Center, 402.437.5178 ext. 4011; fax 402.437.5712; 1945 N. 38th St., Lincoln, Nebraska 68583-0822. nac.unl.edu/

The USDA National Agroforestry Center (NAC) is a partnership of the Forest Service (Research & Development and State & Private Forestry) and the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service. NAC’s staff is located at the University of Nebraska, Lincoln, NE. NAC’s purpose is to accelerate the development and application of 
agroforestry technologies to attain more economically, environmentally, and socially sustainable land use systems by working with a national network of partners and 
cooperators to conduct research, develop technologies and tools, establish demonstrations, and provide useful information to natural resource professionals.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and 
where applicable, sex, marital status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, political beliefs, reprisal, or because all or part of 
an individual’s income is derived from any public assistance. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means 
for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TDD).

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call toll free 
866-632-9992 (voice). TDD users can contact USDA through local relay or the Federal relay at 800-877-8339 (TDD) or 866-377-8642 (relay voice). USDA is an equal 
opportunity provider and employer.
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