
1

© 2022 Regents of the University of Minnesota. All rights reserved.© 2022 Regents of the University of Minnesota. All rights reserved.

1

Pollinator Pathway Project
Creating your pollinator garden

Julie Weisenhorn
Extension horticulture educator
jweisenhorn@umn.edu

*Special thanks to Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Global importance of 
pollinators 

▪ 80% of flowering 
plants rely on bees 
and other animals for 
pollination.

▪ Bees support 
flowering plants that 
support other insects, 
birds, mammals, etc.
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Insects that contribute to pollination

▪ Bees**
▪ Flies*
▪ Wasps
▪ Beetles
▪ Butterflies and Moths
▪ Miscellaneous insects 

** Bees are the most effective and 
efficient pollinators.
* Flies are the second most effective 
pollinators.
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Bees are effective pollinators 
▪ Gather pollen to feed young
▪ Ability to fly long distances 

and return to nest
▪ Constancy:

– Staying with one flower species per 
pollinating trip

▪ Branched hairs
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How many species of bees …

§ In Minnesota?
§ 20 bumble bees
§ ~450 other native bees

§ In North America?
§ 4,000 native bees

§ Globally?
§ 20,000 native bees

Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Some native bees are declining

▪ Several native bee species 
are threatened with 
extinction
– Honeybees are native to 

Europe and not threatened 
with extinction 

▪ Status of most native bee 
species is unknown
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Many of these problems interact 
in ways that compound 

the damage done. 

What is causing bee decline?
§ Pollinator challenges

§ Fewer flowers
§ More pesticides
§ Parasites and diseases
§ Global climate change 

Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Rusty patched bumble bee

▪ Endangered 
▪ Formerly common
▪ Federally protected
▪ Illegal to harm
▪ Still found in MN!
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Rusty patched bumble bee 

Photo: Joel Gardner Pre-2000 range Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Rusty patched bumble bee 

Total numbers
2017 = 195
2018 = 510
2019 = 300
2020 = 604

As reported by USFWS

Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Bombus affinis (Rusty patched bumble bee)

Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Key characteristics

§ Black t-shape on thorax
§ Rusty patch on 2nd

abdominal segment, 
yellow at edge

§ Mistaken identity: brown 
belted, tri-colored

Bombus affinis
Rusty patched 

bumble bee

Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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rusty patched brown belted

half black

tri-colored

common eastern two-spotted

z.umn.edu/bumblebeesofmn Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Bumble bee nests
§ Started each spring by solitary queen
§ In cavity with insulation

§ mouse nest / bird nest
§ compost pile / air conditioner
§ pile of grass

§ Undisturbed areas

Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Credit: Dr. Elaine Evans, UMN Extension
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Ground nests
§ Solitary native bees
§ Entrance holes in 

undisturbed areas with 
exposed soil  

§ Bee entering, leaving or 
guarding the nest 
entrance



19

© 2022 Regents of the University of Minnesota. All rights reserved.

Ground nest entrances
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Stem or wood tunnels
§ Stem nesting bees
§ Hollow out stems
§ Sometime remnants of stem 

centers (pith) on leaves 
below stem nest 

§ Tunnels from wood boring 
beetles
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Creating your pollinator garden
Pollinator Pathway Project
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4 steps to pollinator friendly 
yards and gardens
1. Use good gardening practices
2. Select pollinator friendly plants
3. Create pollinator habitat
4. Use alternative lawns, ground covers
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1. Good gardening practices, 
healthier plants
▪ Good soil health

▪ Drainage, organic matter
▪ Water plant root zone 

▪ Reduces splashing soil
▪ Space plants by mature size

▪ Improved air circulation
▪ More light
▪ Fewer pest issues
▪ Best form, size
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Plant for less stressed plants
▪ Choose plants with growing 

needs that match your 
growing conditions
– Soil, light, space, zone
– Less plant stress means better 

pest resistance
§ Buy healthy plants

§ Resistant cultivars, varieties
§ Fewer pest issues 
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2. Choose plants for pollinators
§ Wide plant diversity 

– Fragrance, shape, sizes, colors
§ Provide nectar, pollen, habitat resources
§ Continuous bloom April – October
§ Plant in masses
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Avoid a “bee sterile” landscape

Primarily evergreens

Lots of traditional lawn

Few flowers that provide pollen and nectar
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Native vs. non-native spp. / cultivars

E. purpurea
Native, E. N. America

E. purpurea 
‘Bright star’

E. ‘Razzmatazz’Echinacea angustifolia
MN native

https://plants.usda.gov/core/profile

Select non-natives 
and native cultivars 
that retain similar 

characteristics 
and benefits for 

pollinators.

https://plants.usda.gov/core/profile


28

© 2022 Regents of the University of Minnesota. All rights reserved.

Replacing plants? 
Go pollinator friendly
▪ Increase plant diversity
§ Retain look with similar form, 

texture, size, color
§ Choose for specific insects

§ Rusty patched bumble bees:
§ Bee balm, turtlehead, blueberry,

joe pye weed, ironweed
§ Other rare, specialist bees:

§ Native fringed loosestrife, 
sunflowers, bellflowers

Native bloodroot 
(Sanguinaria canadensis)

Double-petal bloodroot (Sanguinaria 
canadensis ‘Multiplex’)
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Source: 
http://beelab.umn.edu

http://beelab.umn.edu/
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More about pollinator plants
§ UMN Extension Flowers for Pollinators

§ Plant Elements of Design plant selection database 
§ Native plants webpage
§ Trees and shrubs for pollinators
§ Coming soon: Non-native plants for RPBB

▪ The Xerxes Society
▪ Great Lakes Region plant list

▪ MN Department of Natural Resources
▪ Native plant list

https://extension.umn.edu/lawns-and-landscapes/flowers-pollinators
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3. Creating pollinator habitat

Leave the leaves!
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Leave the leaves: Less tidy is better for 
bees
§ Mulch selectively

§ Leave open soil for ground nesting bees
§ Leaf mulch creates overwintering habitat
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Leave / create habitat
§ Bees may nest in out-of-the-way places
§ Rock piles, grasses, dead trees, logs and 

stick piles
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Leave hollow and pithy stems from 
flowers, grasses for stem nesting bees

§ Spring: cut stems of varying 
diameters and heights 8 – 24”

§ Leave through next summer
§ Don’t clump or bundle stems 

(parasites)
§ Avoid using pesticides / drift
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https://www.beelab.umn.edu/wild-bees/wild-bees-and-houses
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4. Alternative lawns, plant slopes
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Consider using alternative lawns and 
plantings that benefit bees

§ Improve landscape aesthetics, care
§ Color, texture, form
§ Reduce maintenance, inputs
§ Pollinator habitat, nutrition

§ Bee lawns
§ Shrubs, perennials on slopes, hillsides
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Bee lawns
• Sunny / part shade
• Reduces mowing, fertilizer, watering
• Near edibles to encourage pollination
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Pollinator plants on slopes, hillsides
§ Trees, shrubs, flowers, grasses for food, 

nesting habitat
§ Eliminates mowing - difficult, dangerous
§ Reduces erosion and minimize run-off
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Pollinator gardens
Pollinator Pathway Project









46

© 2022 Regents of the University of Minnesota. All rights reserved.





48

© 2022 Regents of the University of Minnesota. All rights reserved.

Eutrochium maculatum ‘Gateway’
Joe Pye weed
§ Living blockade, winter interest
§ Bees, wasps
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Rusty patched 
bumble bee on 
Gateway joe pye
weed (2021)
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Dalea purpurea, purple prairie clover
§ Native plant
§ High quality nectar, pollen
§ Summer bloom 
§ Re-seeds
§ Rabbits 



Gentiana andrewsii, bottle gentian
§ Bumble bee resource
§ True blue flower
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Actions to help bees from UMN Bee Lab
https://beelab.umn.edu/help-bees/actions-help-bees

https://beelab.umn.edu/help-bees/actions-help-bees


Pollinator gardening from UMN Extension
https://extension.umn.edu/yard-and-garden

https://extension.umn.edu/yard-and-garden
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Videos: Fall clean up for pollinators, 
pollinators in action!
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