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“While there is a wide variety of animal pollinators including vertebrates and birds, insect pollinators 
are by far the largest group, of which bees are by far the most effective.”  

 
 
Q: We have heard a great deal about the plight of the bees in the media. Can you explain the 
causes for the decline in a few sentences?  
 
A: The plight of bees has certainly gained much media attention in the past years, and in particular 
because of Colony Collapse Disorder which had a significant impact on honey bee populations in North 
America but also in Europe.  But honey bees are just one pollinator; in fact there are over 20,000 
species of bees, many of which are critical for crop pollination; along with other kinds of insects, 
globally, people are starting to understand that pollination – a service provided largely by nature – 
needs to be respected and protected.  Pollinators – both wild and managed – have shown signs of 
decline in various locations. There are a number of reasons that can be attributed to pollinator 
declines, and these include disease (for example the varroa mite), the injudicious use of pesticides, 
habitat destruction (leading to fewer foraging resources and nesting sites, for example) and 
unsustainable agricultural practices (for example reducing crop diversity). Climate change will also 
become a more real threat to pollinators, especially in sub-tropical ranges. 
 
 
Q: Some argue that there should not be great cause for alarm – bees are not the only species 
responsible for pollination. How true is this? 
 
A: The arguments for bee declines not being a cause for great alarm could be related to the fact that 
most of the world’s calories come from mainly non-insect pollinated sources – such as wheat, rice, 
maize and soy. However – these crops do not provide sufficient nutritional value to diets.  
Approximately 80 percent of all flowering plant species are specialized for pollination by animals, 
mostly insects, and they affect 35 percent of the world's crop production, increasing the output of 87 
of the leading food crops worldwide. 87 of the world’s leading crops therefore – important both from 
a nutritional and economic perspective – come from insect pollinated crops, such as orchard, 
horticultural and forage crops, as well as the production of seed for many root and fibre crops. While 
there is a wide variety of animal pollinators including vertebrates and birds, insect pollinators are by 
far the largest group, of which bees are by far the most effective.  
 
Q: To what degree do you have conclusive evidence that the bee decline is affecting agricultural 
production? Are there any studies you can share? 
 
A: Through our Global Action on Pollination Services and the GEF/UNEP/FAO Global Pollination Project 
which ran in seven countries from 2009 to last year, we have worked with partners to develop a 
protocol for monitoring declines, which can be applied throughout the world to have more systematic 
information on trends in pollinators. Pollinators, as highly mobile insects, are notoriously difficult to 
monitor, and show great variability. Nonetheless, we have established a baseline in many countries, 
and can anticipate better documentation in the future.  

http://www.fao.org/pollination/en/
http://www.fao.org/pollination/projects/conservation-and-management-of-pollination-for-sustainable-agriculture/en/


 
We also were able to develop a common protocol to determine when crops are suffering from a 
pollination deficit, and through a grant from Norway, we were able to extend this beyond the seven 
GEF/UNEP/FAO Global Pollination Project countries; it was applied to 344 fields from 33 pollinator-
dependent cropping systems in small- and large-holding in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.  The results 
of this global meta-analysis have just been published in Science this week. They showed that in 
essentially all cropping systems studied, there was a significant difference in yields between fields with 
good pollination, and those without.  In particular, for holdings smaller than two hectares, yields could 
be increased by a median value of 24%, through improved pollination management resulting in higher 
flower-visitor density.  For larger holdings, such an increase could only occur if the pollinator 
community visiting the crop flowers was highly diverse. Thus, the inherent propensity for small, diverse 
farming systems to host beneficial agricultural biodiversity that directly contributes to human 
livelihood is established, and also for the fact that biodiversity can compensate the negative effects of 
field size, under larger holdings. 
 
Q: What steps is FAO taking to counter the challenge? 
 
A: FAO was invited in 2000, by the Executive Secretary of the Convention in Biological Diversity, to 
facilitate and coordinate the International Initiative on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of 
Pollinators (known as the “International Pollinators Initiative”). Since then, FAO has been working, 
through its Global Action on Pollination Services for Sustainable Agriculture 
(www.fao.org/pollination), to work with countries and experts to expand the knowledge base on a 
variety of pollinator-related issues such as through developing a monitoring protocol, or the socio-
economic valuation of pollination and pollination-friendly practices. FAO is also working with countries 
and partners to better understand pollinator-friendly agricultural management practices, build 
capacity, and raise awareness for the general public but also at the level of policy-makers. A Global 
Pollination Project, funded through the Global Environment Facility, implemented through UNEP and 
executed by FAO is closing – it was implemented in seven countries, and the results from this project 
include protocols, identification of best management practices, and capacity building from the farm 
to institutional levels.  
 
Q: We often talk about silos and the need for multidisciplinary programmes. To what extent are 
you engaged with other sectors to put this into practice?  
 
A: Indeed, to speak of the conservation and sustainable management of pollinators, working in 
collaboration with other sectors is a must. Much of our work, in terms of sectors, has been with regards 
to pesticides – specifically, determining the risk of pesticides to wild bees and advancing understanding 
of pollinator's risks to pesticides, through their natural history. Working with partners, an economic 
valuation tool for valuing pollination services at the national level was developed. These are just some 
examples. Working through a landscape level approach, where the agro-ecosystem interactions that 
occur within these, is also a priority. An example of work undertaken on this is looking at crops, weeds 
and pollinators – to understand ecological interactions for better management.  
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http://www.fao.org/pollination/projects/conservation-and-management-of-pollination-for-sustainable-agriculture/en/
http://www.fao.org/pollination/projects/conservation-and-management-of-pollination-for-sustainable-agriculture/en/


Q: Beekeeping has arguably not received enough attention on a global scale for its potential to 
contribute to development outcomes. Why might this be so?  
 
A: In my personal experience, throughout my career, I have not always felt this to be the case. At 
national level, beekeeping for honey production had been included in development projects as 
additional income-generating activities. Having said that, this may no longer be the case and my 
perception outdated. Nonetheless, beekeeping for providing pollination services is an activity that is 
widespread in some areas of the world including North America, Europe and South Africa – and more 
countries are starting to keep bees for this purpose. Our partners in India, for example, in the Kullu 
Region of the Hind-Kush Himalayas, keep bees for the pollination services they provide.  

 
 
Nadine Azzu is the Global Project Coordinator on pollination at FAO. Azzu has a background in 
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