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Enjoy Strawberry Shortcake, Guacamole, Wine,
Chocolate and Coffee? Thank a Pollinator!

March 6, 2024 Newsletter, Research

Chocolate, wine and coffee are all produced from plants that rely on
pollinators.

Cacao trees are pollinated by a tiny flies or midges in a complicated process
that remains unclear to biologists.

Most fruits, nuts and vegetables rely on pollinators, making bees and butterflies
essential for a healthy diet.

We love butterflies because they are beautiful, but these flying insects play a

critical role in the environment as pollinators. That is, they convey pollen from

one plant or part of a plant to another to allow reproduction.

And yet pollinator populations are on the decline around the world. If that

doesn’t sound like a big deal, consider this: Of the 1,400 or so crop plants

grown around the world, 75 to 80 percent require pollination by animals,

including insects such as butterflies and bees.

“The vast majority of flowering plant species need pollinators to survive, which

means the entire planet needs pollinators to survive,” says Director of Texas

Plant Conservation Brooke Byerley Best.

To better understand the importance of pollinators, consider this question: if

pollinators disappeared, what would it mean for our diet?

Wheat, rice and corn would be OK, as would sugarcane and sugarbeets. (These plants are able to pollinate themselves.) But think about what we

would lose:

Fruits. Apples, peaches, blueberries, strawberries, lemons and limes all need pollinators. Bye, bye, apple pie and strawberry milkshakes.

Guacamole. Both avocados and tomatoes rely on pollinators. Corn chips suddenly sound less appealing.

Potatoes. Adios, french fries. And don’t try to substitute onion rings–no pollinators, no onions. Plus, without pollinators, you wouldn’t have mustard or

ketchup for your burger, and your bun wouldn’t have sesame seeds.

Coffee. Without pollinators, you couldn’t get lattes, frappuccinos, flat whites or basic cups of joe.

Wine. While most grapes can self-fertilize, pollinators are essential for cover

crops, the plants grown around grapevines to keep the soil healthy. Adieu, pinot

noir and chardonnay.

Chocolate. The cacao plant (Theobroma cacao) is pollinated exclusively by tiny

insects called chocolate midges (various species in the Forcipomyia genus). No

midges, no fudge.

If all that isn’t bad enough, we need plants to produce critical vitamins and

minerals. “The majority of dietary lipids, calcium, fluoride, iron, carotenoids,

lycopene, beta-cryptoxanthin, and the vitamins A, C, and E consumed

worldwide come from crops that require pollinators,” according to the National

Resources Defense Council.

So without pollinators, we would all have bad teeth and brittle bones, we might be anemic, we would definitely have scurvy, and we would be at higher

risk for heart disease and cancer.

Of course, the situation is far more complicated than this. The entire

global ecosystem relies on pollinators. Considering which foods we

would lose is an intellectual exercise intended to make clear how

essential pollinators are to life on earth.

Nevertheless, the impact of pollinator decline on the human diet is real.

Recent research led by the Harvard University School of Public Health

shows that declining pollinator populations have already decreased fruit,

vegetable and nut production by three to five percent globally. This limits

the availability of health foods while raising their cost, making it harder

for people eat a balanced diet. Scientists estimate that 450,000 people

die every year from what they called “lost healthy food consumption”

including diseases associated with a poor diet such as heart disease,

stroke, diabetes and certain cancers.

It’s not all bad news. Individuals have the power to help protect pollinators. Learn some simple steps you can take in this month’s Garden article,

“Attract Butterflies to Your Garden with Plants for Pollinators.”

“It’s also important to remember the importance of these insects,” says Best. “We owe our lives to butterflies, bees and other pollinators.”

RESEARCH TEAM

BRIT Staff

RELATED ARTICLES

The mysteries of
Myxomycetes: Six
scintillating facts
about slime
molds
Don’t ever believe you’ve got nature figured

out. Case in point: Myxomycetes or

plasmodial slime molds. Here are six

fascinating facts from a recent article by

BRIT Research Associate Harold Keller that

will make you question what you think you

know about life on this planet.

READ MORE »

BRIT Staff •  October 31, 2024

B OTA NY  S TO R I E S

Donor Spotlight:
Laura and Greg
Bird
Days of nature-filled, playful childhoods,

common when Laura and Greg Bird were

children, are what the Birds dream the new

Baker Martin Family Garden will offer. The

Birds serve as co-chairs of the Family

Garden Campaign and have contributed a

leadership gift through the Bird Family

Foundation. 

READ MORE »

BRIT Staff •  October 28, 2024

E N G AG E

Donor Spotlight:
Nancy Hallman
Nancy Hallman’s connection to the Fort

Worth Botanic Garden is inextricably linked

with memories of visiting there with her

children and, later, grandchildren. 

READ MORE »

BRIT Staff •  October 9, 2024

E N G AG E

Gardens for
Peace 2024
We live in a contentious age, and these

months leading up to a presidential

election are filled with angry, divisive

rhetoric. If you’re looking for a break from

the disputes and debates, join us for a

celebration of peace at the most peaceful

place in Texas, the Japanese Garden. 

READ MORE »

BRIT Staff •  September 18, 2024

E N G AG E XX International
Botanical
Congress
The XX International Botanical Congress

was held Madrid, Spain from July 21 – 27,

2024. BRIT staff presented the following

posters either physically or virtually:

READ MORE »

Ashley Bales •  August 15, 2024

If you can’t take
the heat, consider
agave
The North Texas summer is hard on

traditional garden plants. But one type of

plant shrugs off high temperatures and dry

conditions and looks stunning all year

round: hardy, striking agaves.

READ MORE »

BRIT Staff •  July 26, 2024
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We respectfully acknowledge that the Fort Worth Botanic Garden is

located on traditional lands of  Indigenous Peoples. We honor the

ancestry, heritage, and gifts of all Indigenous Peoples who were

sustained by these lands and give thanks to them. We are grateful

that these lands continue to provide enrichment for many people

today. [More…]
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