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northem Pilbara. With the exception
of Trigona, no native bees can be
exploited for honey because they do
not build separate honey stores.
Instead, they mix their honey with
pollen to serve as larval food, either
in the form of a moist solid mass or
a semiliquid paste.

Females of most native bees are
equipped with stings but will use
them on humans only if they are
squeezed againstthe skin. They are
never aggressive in the way that
honeybees can be. They can,
however, stingseveral times and do
no( leave the sting behind in their
victim.

Dr Terry Houston is C urator oflnsects
et the WA Museum. His special
interesl is native bees. He can be
contacted on 08 9328 4411.
I llustrations from WA Museum
Informqtion sheet.
Drawn by Jill Ruse.
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dinosaurb thimble ?...
no its a ...

In some laterite areas, gravel
n o d u l e s  w i t h  a  s m o o t h
cylindrical hole in the centre
may be found. They are the
remains of the burrow of a
solilary bee, which laid ils ogg
in a cell constructed in soft clay
while the lateritc was forming,
millions of years ago ! The fossil
closely resembles the laTval
structures of some modern
native bees.

... fossit bee's nestt

POLLINATE OR PERISH
by Liz Brown

Honeypossurn (Tofsipes lostrolus) gelflng neclor from Beouforiio sp. (photo:S D Happer)

DOLLINATION is a vital part ol'
I  a n y  s e  x  u  a  l l y  - r e p  r o d  u c  i n g
plant's life-cycle. Many plants rely
on animals such as birds, insects
and mammals to transfer pollen from
one flower to anotherand enable the
plants to set seed. Although most
plant species have both male and
female reproductive parts on the
same plant, the best seeds result
from qoss-fertilisation of different
plants. The incentive for animals to
visit flowers is usually nectar,
although sometimes pollen is the
only reward available. Some orchids
even attract their pollinators (male
flower wasps) under false pretences
- the flowers smell and look like
female wasps, and in the males'
attempt to male with the deceptive
f lower,  thc bundles of  pol len

(pol l in ia) are inadvertent ly
dislodged by the wasp and carried
to the next flower it visits in its
pursuit of sex.

Someplants have awidearray of
pollinators visiting them. Eucalypts
are a good example - they may
attractbirds, honey possums, native
bees and wasps, jewel beetles,
butterflies and introduced honey
bees. Other plants seem to be
dependent on only a few species of
insects. For instance, certain orchid
species are only everpollinated by a
particular species of flower wasp.
Such specific relationships are
uncommon) but more prevalent in
those plants pollinated by insects.

Regardless ofwhether the plants
are vis i ted by many di f ferent
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pollinators or require a specialist
onc, the fact that thcre is an inter-
relationship between the planLs and
animals is important. Whathappens
to the one will invariably affect the
other, and in many cases cause a
ripple effect involving the whole
community. These relationships can
be disturbed vcry easily, and often
qui tc  unwi t t ing ly .  There is  growing
concern in the NorthernHemisphere
that pollution, habitat loss and
disease are kill ing off pollinators
(mainly insects) at a scale sufficient
to endanger crop survival. In a
similarvein, remnanlorrehabil itated
bushland in Autralia will not be
self-suslainable if it no longer
supports, or is visitredby, the animals
necessary to pollinate the plants

To understand the impact of
losing poll inators, wc need to know
as much as possible about what
animals pollinatc whatplants. There
is a large rcsoulce of information
atroutanimals visiting planls in WA,
but it is olten inaccessible and spread
out through scicntificliteraturc, field
note huol,s. a nccdota I knowlcdge in
p e o p l e s '  h e a d s ,  r e c o r d s  o n
herbarium sheet.s and other places.
To be useful for managemcnt and
[ o r  o u r  o w n  i n t c r e s t ,  a l l  r h i s
knowledge needs to be centralised
and easily accessible. This is why
the WA Naruralists Club, with
funding from the Gordon Rcid
Foundation, has created a "Pollinator

Database".
The database has records ofbirds,

mammals (eg thc honcy possum.;
and insecls visiting species in ovcr
50 differcnt families ofnative planls
from all over WA. (Few records
actually confirm pollination - they
arc main ly  records of  animals
visiting the flowers for nectar or
pollen. Hopefully lhough, at lcast
some of these visils will actually
lead to successful pollination). The
completed database will beavailablc
as a handbook,  f rom the WA
Naturalists Club, and hopefully
l-andcarc Offices. It can be used to
look up a particular plant and sec
what animals havc been rccordeu
\ i s i l i n g  i t .  o r  t u  l u o k  u p  ( ( r t i r i n
animals and sec thc rangc of plan!.
spccies thcy have visitcd. you might uncovcr somo prctly

Flower  o f  d ione l lo  be ing  v is i ted  by  b lue-banded bee.  The bee tokes
ho ld  o f  on  qn lher  ond buzzes ;  the  po l len  is  shoken ou t  ond co l lec ts  on
ihe  bee 's  hq i rs ,  Qu i le  o  number  o f  locq lp lqn ts  hove f lowers  des igned
for 'buzz-po l l inq t ion ' ,
llustratian by Suson tngoy tram Grcwing Lacots by Robert pawell & Jane
Fmberson. wA Noturatists' ctub. 1996.
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Howcould this bc of use to you?
Well, if you are replanting salmon
gum woodlands, you could look up
all the plant specics (trees and
understorey) which require animal
pollination, and see what animals
have been rccorded at them and arc
likely to bc necessary to continue
pollinating thesc plants. (Many of
the mr)s l  common specics used in
rcvegetation - acacias, mclaleucas,
eucalypls, grevilleas - require animal
pollinators to set seed.) Another
cxample might be if you wanted to
know what planls would attract
certain birds in a particular area, or
at a certain timc of year - look up the
birds and sec what they have been
recorded visiting. Of course, a
databasc like this will never bc
complete, and any extra information
is always valuable. If you have any
information to add to the databas,,
or wish to find out more about it,
please contact me.

Wh;t t  hrppens in  rura l  land is
important lorpollinators. Obscrving
what's in flowcr and what's visiting
lhesc flowcrs is a good start to
apprcciating thc intcr-relationships
betwccn planLs and thcir pollinatos.
(Rspccial I y with insccl pollinat()r..,

bi7-arrc systems.) Rcplanting thc
undeNtorey provides more habitals
and food for  pol l inators than
plantations or monocultures, and
Iinking remnanls or revegetated
areas by bush corridors (where
p o s s i b l e )  w i l l  c  n c o  u r a g c
reintroduction ol thc less mobilc
pollinator spccies. But apart from
conservation, what's the benefil to
the farmer? Regardlcss oI why
you're revegctating, many ol the
plant species will need pollinators
to producc viable secd for the next
generat ion,  unless you p lan to
continually replantwith greenstock.
Attracting pollinators can also bring
other  bcncf i ts  -  incrcasing thc
diversity ofbirds may hclp to reduce
the number of inscct pes ls attacking
crops and shelter bclls - and cvcn
stock; and increascd diversity of
pol l inators and f lowers co u ld
providc additional income liom cul
wildflowcrs and ccotourism (eg
tarmstay).

Liz Browrt is a bioloeist based at
Kirtgs Purk Research Ldbon oty,
Wesl Perlh.
She can be cotiac;td ott
08 9480 3610
e mai | : lizb(iqt kp I g.w a. gov. au
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