
Adult bees sip nectar from plants,

it’s sweet and sugary and gives

adult bees lots of energy. They

also collect a powder called

pollen. This is where the bees

make a great trade with the

plants by moving pollen from

flower to flower, the plants can

set seed which means they can

make new plants. Extra pollen

that sticks to the hairy underside

of the bee and is rolled up in a ball and brought back to feed

the baby bees in the nest.

To survive and grow, many plants depend on bees to 

pollinate their flowers. Fruit which we like to grow and eat,

such as apples, pears, straw-

berries, tomatoes and black-

berries, depend on bees for

pollination. So do important food

crops such as oilseed rape and

clover. How would those huge 

yellow fields of oilseed rape fare

if there were no bees to pollinate

them? Let’s meet the 

Pollinators...

Bees
Honey bees Just one species, they live in colonies or hives

and are the only species to produce commercial honey from

nectar. Honey is stored in the hive as a food larder, and 

luckily for us, there’s honey for 

us too!

Bumble bees 20 different types or species. The queens

emerge from hibernation in early spring and need to feed

immediately and store food before she lays eggs in a nest or

colony. The larvae are looked after by worker bees.

Solitary Bees Solitary by nature and name there are 77

species in Ireland. The nest is located in holes or hollow 

tunnels in wood. The larvae self-rear and live off a food

stash left by the adult bee in the nest.

Hoverflies and Flies
180 species to choose from! They look like wasps and that’s

a clever way of protecting themselves from predators. They

have a distinct feeding method, hovering in front of flowers.

For good measure, the larvae prey on pest insects such as

aphids.

Butterflies and Moths 
Ireland’s 34 species of butterfly lead a whirlwind life with

four distinct stages to their life cycle, from an egg to a 

caterpillar, then a pupa (or chrysalis) and finally, the finished

article, a butterfly or moth. Bees can carry more pollen but

butterflies cover greater distances.

What can we do to help
bees? Get planting!
Bees need flowers. Try to plant 

a selection of plants that will 

provide flowers in as many

months as possible:

Early-flowering plants

Heather, Snowdrop, Crocus,

Lenten Rose

Early-flowering shrubs and trees

Willow, Hazel, Blackthorn, Broom,

Firethorn

Late-flowering plants

Japanese Anemones, Sedums, 

Late-flowering shrubs

Viburnum, Winter Jasmine, Winter Honeysuckle, Ivy.

Most gardens can accommodate at least one small tree.

You could start with a native Rowan Sorbus aucaparia

with white flowers in spring and red berries in early 

autumn. For a damp site with space, Alder Alnus 

glutinosais a top tree for birds with cones attracting

Siskins, Goldfinches and Redpolls. Silver Birch Betula 

pubescensis a lovely tree that is pleasing to the eye and

great for wildlife, with catkins attracting finches. All trees

are potential nest sites for birds at some stage and a

planting sets the tone for a layered, woodland look 

to the garden.

Climbers are a space-saving group of plants that are ideal

for the modern garden, providing vertical cover that will

soften the harsh boundaries of a new plot. Ivy is a very 

important food source for nectar-seeking insects in late

autumn and the late winter berries are available when

most other food supplies are exhausted. Ivy provides

cover for nesting birds. The anti-ivy lobby claims that it

will bring down trees and walls if left unchecked, and it

can certainly hasten the demise of a diseased tree or 

unstable wall structure; however, it is not parasitic, its

roots fend for themselves in the ground and the short

‘roots’ on climbing stems are for support only. Certainly,

ivy needs space and is slow to flower until a significant

area has been colonised and it reaches the top of its

available support. The variety H. arborescensis slow-

growing, but produces flowers and berries early on.

A seemingly endless range of decorative climbers such as

clematis, honeysuckle, jasmine, potato plant and climb-

ing rose all enrich the summer garden scene and are 

nectar providers for a wide range of insects in spring and

summer. This range of plants requires partial or total 

support by way of a trellis or network of supporting

wires. Most require sunshine for the showy foliage and

shade or cool conditions for roots.

Wicklow has a wealth of gardens which can be

hugely valuable for wildlife. Planting for birds

and pollinating insects helps them to thrive, 

ensuring that they have nesting material, 

shelter and food sources throughout the year

from early spring to summer, autumn and winter.

Hardy perennials in a mixed border offer some of the best

value for gardeners and wildlife. They will grow best in a

bed enriched with plenty of organic compost. The better

the preparation, the better the results: perennials have

no woody stems or permanent structure and though

long-lived, have to grow from ground level, flower 

and set seed, all in one season.

The foliage, as well as the flowers, support a wide 

range of insects and microclimates for insects such as

bees, butterflies and hoverflies as well as birds and small 

mammals. If left to stand through autumn into late 

winter, the seed heads and decaying foliage of the 

herbaceous border will provide foraging and feeding 

opportunities for birds and insects. The herbaceous

plants mix and match easily with small shrubs, 

alpines, grasses and bulbs.

A native hedge provides shelter and food and is much

more interesting to wildlife (and the human eye) than a

boundary fence or wall. Try to resist the temptation to

plant easy-grow, evergreen species such as griseliniaor

leylandii; native plants are far more valuable to birds and

wildlife, and there are attractive options. Depending on

your preference, the hedge could span both side bound-

aries or just the end boundary, or all three. An area 2–3m

by 1m is required to allow sufficient growth of value,

though pruning is necessary to keep shape and provide 

a strong, dense growth.

The best deciduous native is Hawthorn, which when 

established provides fruit (or haws) in autumn and 

flowers in spring. With its thorny stems it is also stock-

proof and can be purchased very cheaply as bare-rooted

‘quicks’ from nurseries in late winter for immediate 

planting. If evergreen cover is required, Holly ticks the

boxes for berries and stock-proof foliage. A mixture of the

two, with one or two plants allowed to develop into small

trees, will provide song posts for thrushes and perhaps

nesting sites. A number of berry-bearing trees and shrubs

are suitable for inclusion in a mixed hedgerow.

Herbaceous borders

Hedges

ShrubsTrees

If you are planting for wildlife, flowering and fruiting

shrubs are a very important part of the planting scheme.

A choice that encourages insect visitors is best. The

amount of space you can provide will ultimately dictate

your choice of plants; again, native berry-bearing shrubs

are better for wildlife than some of the exotics, which are

usually developed purely for gardeners’ delight and show.

However, there are non-natives such as dogwood 

(Cornus), cotoneasters (C. cornubiais best) and Firethorn

(Pyracantha), which serve birds and gardeners well. 

Most of the native planting options will require a space 

of 3–5m square for mature plants, but respond well to

pruning. Even a small garden could accommodate a single

specimen shrub or tree as a focal point. The best natives

(for all-round interest and value) are Hawthorn (as a 

standard tree or hedge), Guelder Rose (Viburnum opulus),

Spindle (Euonymus europeaus) and Elder (Sambucus

nigra) or S. racemoseif space is at a premium. All provide

flowers for insects and good autumn leaf colour and a

show of berries for birds, and favour dampish conditions.
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All about planting for wildlife

Silver Y moth on Sedum

Guelder Rose

Blackbird on Juneberry

Red Admirals on Ivy flowers Bee on Russian Sage

Top 25 Herbaceous plants for any garden

Shady areasanemone, aquilegia, dicentera, digitalis, 

erythronium, geranium, hellebore, pulmonaria, trillium.

Dry areasberginea, echinops, echinacea, kniphofia,

sedum, stachys, verbena.

Damp areashelenium, astrantia, astilbe, euphorbia,

heuchera, hosta, achillea, ligularia, rudbeckia.

Willow and Alder catkins

Climbers

Bees – Making your garden bloom!

Bees on Allum

Bee on Cransebill

Bees – Planting for the pollinators

Common Blue butterfly

Out with Pesticides

Put that spray away! You can’t

have bees and other beneficial 

insects if you spray. Let the birds

do the job for you! Blue Tits, 

Flycatchers and Robins, as well

most songbirds, will feed them-

selves and their hungry young 

on insect prey from the garden.

Plant in drifts

The best way to encourage bees and pollinators is to group

or clump a type of flower or shrub in one spot, rather than

spreading them about randomly. It looks better too!

Easy on the mower

Less is better. Strips or a corner patch of unmown, long grass

will soon have a show of colourful dandelions and clover

which provide great cover and food for insects.

Top tips to encourage pollinators

Hummingbird Hawk-moth

More information
www.biodiversityireland.ie/pollinatorplan 12 page masterplan 

for your garden.

www.irishgardenbirds.ie for information, blog, online shop, 

and questions and answer service.

www.pollinators.ie download Gardens. Actions to help pollinators.

www.wicklow.ie Information from Wicklow County Council.

www.countywicklowheritage.org information on the heritage 

of county Wicklow.

www.leinsterhoney.ie Bee-keeping services.
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