POLLINATORS
IN WYOMING
by Scott Schell, Jennifer Thompson, Jeff Edwards, and Jacelyn Downey

Wyoming is a state of vast vistas. Far-reaching
stretches of short-grass prairie, rocky badlands,
sagebrush steppe, mountain foothills, and
alpine meadows greet our eyes while traveling
the state and gladden many hearts. Miraculous
as these majestic sights are, one would miss
many equally amazing experiences if you
ignored the miniature in our landscapes. While
taking a hike, repairing fences, weeding the
garden or doing other daily tasks, some time
taking a closer look will repay your attention
manyfold.
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First, look around for flowers in these
landscapes – the bold and beautiful that strike
the eye immediately or the miniature jewels that
take some more concentrated looking to locate.
There are usually flowers to be found unless
deep in drought or outside the growing season:
The bright blossoms of yellow prairie
coneflower scattered about the grass-dominated
prairies, and the spectacular blossoms of blazing
star springing to life on our roadsides. Up
higher and drier on the windswept, knobby
tops of rocky hills, you can find the star-like
white flowers of prickly sandworts or other
jewel‑toned, cushiony flowers hugging the
ground. Or consider the paintbrush and sego
lilies dotting sage-covered hillsides on the
way up to open parks where you will find
bright blue or purple lupines and penstemons
flowering exuberantly amongst tall stands of
Got older eyes?
Most pollinators are on the move – now you see
them, now you don’t! Others are pretty darn small.
This can make identification even more challenging
for those of us with older eyes (Pass me my reading
glasses someone!).
Don’t let this get in your way. Catching the
critters in a jar or other container is one way to get up
close. Another way (possibly with less effort) is to use
a camera! Go outside, get by some flowering plants
and start clicking away! A point-and-shoot or phone/
tablet camera with good macro capabilities will allow
you to examine those insects at your leisure and as
up-close as the resolution will allow. You will get lots
of blurry images! Just take lots of pics and throw away
the lousy ones. Your eyes will indeed be opened to
the amazing life that is going on out in your backyard,
rangeland, crop land, or meadow. You’ll be “seeing”
better than ever!
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pine or spruce. Closer to home, those purple or
yellow flowers bedecking the mustardy weeds
you haven’t gotten around to pulling next to
the garden.
Now take another minute or two to take
a closer look at the animals pollinating them.
Often, the insects that pollinate the flowers
on Wyoming’s varied environments are just as
beautiful as the blossoms. For example, in early
spring at lower altitudes, the many brightly
marked bumble bee (Bombus) species will be
out and about busy visiting early blooming
plants such as pasqueflower and currant bushes.
Bumble bees are ubiquitous pollinators and
continually visit many of Wyoming’s flowers
through the summer and into the fall, ending
with the late-season blossoms of rabbitbrush and
asters. In May and June, Wyoming’s vast rolling
hills of sagebrush, normally a gray-green color,
will have large splashes of bright yellow and
purple when the balsamroot and lupine flowers
are in full bloom. A close examination will
often reveal the beautiful metallic blue-black
mason bees (Osmia spp.) amongst many other
insect species busy gathering pollen and sipping
nectar. The beautiful, delicate yellow flowers of
plains prickly pear cacti will attract the equally
beautiful metallic emerald green sweat bees
(Halictidae).
Occasional moisture-rich spring weather
will cover the prairies for a short time with the
translucent white-flowered prairie primrose, a
favored plant of the white-lined sphinx moths
(Sphingidae). When the scarlet globe mallow
flowers open in mid-summer, the many digger
bee species will be ready to collect pollen.
The nesting activity of bees in their family,
Andrenidae, can attract your attention away
from the flowers to barren, hard-packed, patches
of earth. Some female digger bee species
prefer that habitat for industriously excavating
tunnels and chambers in which their offspring
develop. The larvae feed on the harvested pollen,
pupate, and then await the next flowering
season underground.

Flowering reaches its peak in the alpine
meadows at the height of summer. Many species
of the aptly named flower flies (Syrphidae),
along with many other insects, will be ready
to visit the flower species blooming during the
short, intense growing season at high altitude.
There will also be many moth species present
for the “night shift” of pollination services.
Night and day, from spring through the fall in
Wyoming, close observation reveals pollinators
to those who stop to look into the flowers.

SO WHAT ARE THESE
CREATURES UP TO?

Understanding a little bit about how
pollination occurs will help you understand the
complex interactions of these miniature animals
and the flowers that support them. Pollination
is truly a wondrous thing – it is part of what
keeps the cycle of life for plants (and ourselves)
in motion. Pollination is the process that many
plants use to reproduce – whether our glorious
native wildflowers, the trees that clothe our
mountains and protect our watersheds, the
grass that saves our soil from erosion and feeds

Bee watching
The number and kind of bees you observe will
vary through time when bee watching. Studies have
shown native bee populations can change monthly
(as most solitary species only have one generation
per year, their adults active for only three to six weeks
before they die) and between years. In these studies,
bee populations commonly double or halve between
years. So if you don’t see as many of your favorite
bees as usual and begin to worry about their decline
– wait until next year and see who shows up! Variation
in precipitation from year-to-year can have profound
effects on bee’s food supply!

and shelters our wildlife and livestock, and the
vegetables, fruits, herbs, and grains that feed
us. Pollination is the process by which pollen
(tiny grains often yellowish in color) is moved
from a flower’s anthers (male structures) to a
plant’s sticky stigma (female part of a flower).
Once there, the male gametes combine with the
female
male

Figure 1. Parts of a flower.

Illustration: Tanya Engel and BlueRingMedia/shutterstock.com
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female ovules to ultimately produce one or more
seeds (Figure 1).
Pollination can happen via a number of
different routes – pollen can be blown by the
wind (many trees, sagebrushes, and grasses in
Wyoming take advantage of this), moved by the
water (some aquatic plants), or get inadvertently
transported by an animal visiting a flower. Some
flowers pollinate themselves, or can set seed
without any pollination (e.g., dandelion).
We will focus on insects and birds
(hummingbirds) in Wyoming that act as
pollinators. Any animal visiting a plant flower
is generally looking for food, either protein
(pollen) or carbohydrate (nectar), and sometimes
shelter, a mate, or even prey. Plants provide
pollen and nectar “rewards,” in part, as a
way to attract pollen carriers to their flowers.
Pollination is not usually an intentional act
but appears to be a secondary result of moving
pollen within the same flower or carrying pollen
from one flower to another while the visitor
forages for food. Efficient insect pollinators
generally have hairy bodies – examples include
bees, moths, and some butterflies and flies.
Pollen easily “sticks” (generally via electrostatic
charge or oily coatings) to the body hairs and is
moved from place to place.

Pollen sticks to the hairs of this bumble bee visiting a purple
poppymallow flower.
Photo: Jennifer Thompson
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INSECT POLLINATORS
Bees

Bees are the most important pollinators in
Wyoming. The Superfamily Apoidea, in the
Order Hymenoptera, is the scientific category
for all bees. There are approximately 4,000
species of native bees in North America. There
are known to be 43 different genera and an
estimated 800 species of bees in Wyoming.
Almost all of the bee species depend on pollen
they gather (often mixed with nectar) to feed
their larvae. The exceptions are the cuckoo bees
and a few other behaviorally similar species,
which sneak into other bee species’ nests where
they lay their eggs. Their larvae eventually kill
the host larva and eat its provision of pollen and
nectar. The majority of bee species have bodies
covered with branched hairs with a static charge
that is thought to help them efficiently gather
pollen from the flowers they visit. Flower nectar
is also used by the adult bees for food energy.
Bees can be grouped by the substrate in
which they nest. Some nest in pre-existing
cavities, such as the tunnels left in deadwood
by wood-boring beetles. Others hollow out
pithy centers of plant stems such as sumac.
Bumble bees build nests in abandoned rodent
nests or in hollows aboveground or in grass
tussocks; however, the majority of bee species in
Wyoming nest underground.
Bees are often categorized by how social
they are – on a continuum of sociality that
ranges from completely solitary to very social.
If they are solitary bees, the female bee creates
and provisions a nest herself. If social (such
as honey bees and bumble bees), bees work
together to create and provision a nest and do a
variety of other tasks. Some sweat bees represent
intermediate steps between fully solitary and
fully social. Most bee species in Wyoming
are solitary ground nesters. (Though these
nests may be grouped together in one area as
aggregations.)

There’s a lot we don’t know about native bees in
Wyoming! However, due to the amount of interest
and funding that has been going into this area, we are
gaining knowledge at light speed (perhaps not about
native bees in Wyoming, but bees in general). In our
region – along with some folks at the University of
Wyoming who are looking into various bee topics
– there is a very active bee research group with
the USDA-Agricultural Research Service in Logan,
Utah, one of whom started his bee research at the
University of Wyoming. As is the nature of science,
a really clear picture will take awhile to emerge on a
variety of issues involving bees.

European honey bee – Apidae

European honey bees are most easily
recognized by their golden brown coloration,
hairy bodies, elbowed antennae, and method of
transporting pollen as moistened pellets on their
hind legs. These bees are highly visible, highly
social, and very well known. European honey
bees are not native to North America and are
one of the two bee species most recognizable
and important to agriculture in Wyoming (the
other being the alfalfa leafcutter bee). These bees
live in colonies (in hives) managed by humans
to help pollinate agricultural crops and produce
honey. The colonies consist of thousands of
sterile, unmated workers and one fertile queen
bee. Honey bee workers can fly up to 2 miles
from their hives foraging for food. They collect
pollen onto structures on their hind legs called
corbiculae, or “baskets.” The pollen is brought
back to the hive as food for the developing
brood (rest of the colony).
Nectar is imbibed and later regurgitated
in the hive, where it is fed to the colony or
converted to honey and stored. Surplus honey is
harvested by bee keepers. These bees (the nonAfricanized types) are not aggressive but may
sting when provoked. A good rule of thumb
around honey bees is to let them do their job.
If you do not mess with them, they will not
mess with you. (See section “Beekeeping in
Wyoming” for more information on honey bees
and beekeeping, page 46.)

Honey bee on native buckwheat flowers.
Photo: J. Thompson

Honey bee making the rounds on early spring crocus flowers.
Photo: J. Thompson

7

Adult honey bee stages

Photo: Clockwise: Whitney Cranshaw, Colorado State University; Carl Dennis, Auburn University; Jessica Louque, Smithers Viscient; David Cappert. Courtesy bugwood.org.

HONEY BEE LIFE CYCLE
•

The duration of the egg, larval, and pupation into adult worker honey bee is usually between 18 to 24 days.

•

An adult worker bee starts out performing hive maintenance and feeding the larvae the first week.

•

After two weeks, the worker bee then starts building honeycomb and brood cells by secreting beeswax
and shaping into hexagonal cells. They also receive the food from foraging worker bees for processing and
storage, guard the hive, and remove the bodies of dead bees and larvae from the hive.

•

At three weeks, worker bees enter the last phase of their lives as foragers to gather the food stores needed
to keep the colony alive during the winter. The worker bees produced in the spring and early summer die
before they are 8 weeks old.

•

The worker bees produced at the end of the summer live the longest. They will spend the winter eating
honey and shivering to create enough body heat to keep the queen bee at a temperature at, ideally,
over 94 F.
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Bumble bee – Apidae

Bumble bees can be quite large and hairy
and considered “robust.” Queens in particular
are easily recognized by their size and shape
but also by the yellow, black, and sometimes
orangey-red coloration. These native bees are
very common and very important pollinators of
flowers that have deep nectaries (plant structures
where nectar is produced) – because they
often have very long tongues. Over 20 species
of bumble bees are in Wyoming. They are
well‑adapted to our often harsh climate and are
able to pollinate flowers of hardy native plants in
climatic extremes (cold and wind) in which the
European honey bee cannot function. Bumble
bees are capable of flying to gather pollen on
days when the air temperature is well below 50
degrees. Honey bee workers can’t leave their
hive and stay aloft when air temperatures are
that cold.
Most bumble bees nest in the ground in
a colony founded in the early spring by one
queen. These colonies are far smaller than
honey bee colonies (a couple dozen to a couple
hundred workers depending on species, versus
the thousands in honey bee colonies). These
nests can be in places such as abandoned rodent
burrows or under bunch grasses. Pollen and
nectar are stored in saclike “honey pots.” In the
spring/early summer, very large queen bumble
bees may be seen flying around, collecting
pollen and nectar from a wide variety of flowers
for her first brood. Once these much smaller
(because of limited food supplies) female
worker bees emerge, the queen will stay in
the nest. The next generation(s) of workers
are usually larger than the first generation,
due to the increased food supply provided by
more workers. Toward the end of the season,
the colony produces new queens and male
bumble bees. All of the colony dies off at the
end of the year except for new mated queens.
These queens will hibernate over winter a few
inches underground in a hibernacula the bee
has excavated or under layers of mulch or leaf
litter, and emerge the next spring to found new

colonies. As with honey bees, these bees are not
aggressive but may sting when provoked or their
nests disturbed.

The bumble bee Bombus huntii pollinating pasque flowers on a
chilly day in late April.
Photo: Scott Schell

Bumble bee leaving a crocus flower.
Photo: J. Thompson

Bumble bees working on a nest.
Photo: Krasowit/shutterstock.com

9

The life cycle of B. huntii
James Strange, USDA-ARS

BUMBLE BEE LIFE CYCLE
•

The young queen bumble bee emerges from her winter hibernacula (a small cavity usually excavated in the
soil) in the early spring and feeds on flower nectar and searches for a suitable nest site to rear her brood.

•

Once a suitable site for a nest is found, the queen makes a wax honey pot to hold nectar (food collected for
herself) while she raises her first daughters. The queen actually incubates her eggs by bringing her hairless
abdomen into contact with them and shivering to generate body heat. She can maintain their temperature
between 75 and 93 F while the air temperatures around her in the nest are as low as 37 F. The eggs will hatch
on top of a ball of pollen the queen gathered to feed her first brood of larvae.

•

Once the first daughters are adults, they start to forage on flowers to gather more pollen and some nectar
and assist their mother in rearing more offspring. In the late summer, new queens and male bumble bees are
reared. The now old queen and worker daughters eventually die.

•

The males leave the nest to mate with the new queens in the area and then die off, too. The new queens
forage on late-season flowers to build up body fat and search for a suitable place to dig a hibernacula.
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Leafcutter bee – Megachilidae

The family that includes leafcutter bees
and mason bees in Wyoming is represented
by natives plus several non-native bees. The
alfalfa leafcutter bee (Megachile rotundata),
which is native to Europe, is a highly efficient
and specialized pollinator of alfalfa and is used
in the state to produce alfalfa seed. Farmers
provide large open-faced plywood nesting
shelters in their fields for alfalfa leafcutter bees.
Leafcutter bees are fairly stout-bodied bees. The
females use a brush of pollen-collecting hairs
beneath their abdomens called the scopa to
transport dry pollen back to their nests (so they
often can be identified in part by their golden
yellow tummies). They are solitary bees (each
female has her own nest tunnel) but may tolerate
grouping their nests together in a common area,
like a village, in tunnels left by beetles in dry
wood, in the pithy stems of plants like roses, or
occasionally in the soil. Many leafcutter bees cut
out pieces of leaves (from plants such as lilac,
serviceberry, redbud, and rose) or occasionally
from petals to line, partition, and cap their nest
tunnels. Removal of tissue from these plants
(leaving distinctive, uniformly sized circular or
oblong holes) usually does not seriously harm
the plants. At the nest, loads of collected pollen
is mixed with nectar and formed into a pasty
loaf. A large egg is laid onto the pollen provision
and the chamber sealed with more leaf disks.
This process is repeated until the space is filled.
The white grub-like larvae hatch from the
eggs and feed on the pollen mass. Larvae grow
rapidly through several moults. Within two
weeks, the provision is consumed and the larvae
spin a silken cocoon in which they will pass the
winter as a post-feeding larva. The next growing
season, they pupate, then emerge as adults, the
bees in the outer cells (males) emerging before
the inner females. This order can be arranged
because female bees can control fertilization
of each egg; unfertilized eggs result in males.
Males emerge first to wait for the females to
come out and mate. Adult female leafcutter bees
live up to five or six weeks.

Leafcutter bee

Photo: Jeff Edwards

Holes cut out of California poppy flower petals by leafcutter
bees.
Photo: J. Edwards

This bee board provided by farmers is full of holes leafcutter
bees use as nests.
Photo: P. Fulton, Fulton Farms

Leafcutter bee taking a piece of leaf down into its nest in the
ground between flagstones in a garden path. Note the golden
pollen on scopa hairs beneath abdomen.
Photo: J. Thompson
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Aggregation of digger bee nests.

Photo: Howard Ensign Evans, Colorado State University, Bugwood.org

Sweat bee, Halictus rubicundus, in an early species tulip.
Photo: J. Thompson

Solitary, ground-nesting bees (sweat
bees, long-horned bees, mining bees,
digger bees, and others)

Most native bees in Wyoming are solitary
ground nesters. These bees excavate their nests
in the ground. Often, these nests consist of a
tunnel with cells that branch off of it. The bee
places a pollen mass in the cell, lays one egg on
or near it, and then seals off the cell. There can
be one cell in the nest or many depending on the
species of bee. Many of these bees spend most
of their lives underground, emerging as adults to
spend the next three to five weeks creating and
stocking their own nests before dying.

Sweat bee – Halictidae

Sweat bee on ‘Purple Dome’ aster flower in fall.
Photo: J. Thompson

Halictids are small- to medium-sized bees.
Some are brightly metallic in appearance, others
are fairly plain. There are nearly 500 species in
North America, and they are usually the most
abundant bees in Wyoming. Socially, they range
from solitary (though they may group their
nests together in one area) to primitively social
behavior. Most nest in burrows in the ground
that terminate in a single cell. These bees play a
critical role in plant pollination. Some members
of this group are attracted to people perspiring
and are known as sweat bees. These bees are not
aggressive but may sting when provoked.
Sweat bee on bachelor button (cornflower).
Photo: J. Edwards
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Life cycle of the alkali bee (Nomia melanderi Cockerell)
Illustration: Art Cushman, USDA Systematics Entomology Laboratory,
Bugwood.org

Life cycle of a solitary ground nesting bee.
James Cane, USDA-ARS

AN EXAMPLE OF SOLITARY GROUND NESTING BEE LIFE
CYCLE
The alkali bee life cycle is an example of one of many ground nesting, solitary bee species.
•

Male and female alkali bees spend the winter underground and pupate in individual brood cells that their
mother dug and provisioned the previous summer.

•

Rising soil temperatures and moisture levels trigger the emergence of the adult alkali bees, which should
occur at the same time as the flowering of suitable food plants, usually starting in June.

•

The female bees will forage as far as 5 miles from the moist, bare, salty soil that is critical habitat for their
brood rearing tunnels. The males mate with females as they excavate their tunnels and only forage for
nectar for food for themselves.

•

Once the main tunnel is dug to an acceptable depth, the female excavates a brood cell and lines it with a
water-resistant oral secretion. She then provisions it with a ball of pollen, deposits an egg, and seals the
chamber off from the main tunnel. She does this, ideally, at the rate of one a day when abundant flowers are
just a short flight away. Although she works by herself on her nest tunnels, many other alkali bee nests will
be crowded into the same preferred soil habitat.
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With an estimated 800 species of bees in Wyoming,
many of which can look pretty similar to each other,
it can difficult to identify many bees. The Wyoming
Natural Diversity Database, University of Wyoming
Department of Zoology and Physiology, and UW
Biodiversity Institute are working on an identification
guide to Wyoming bees. When complete, the guide will
be available through the UW Biodiversity Institute’s
Shop webpage at www.wyomingbiodiversity.org/shop
Thank you to Christine Bell, graduate student at the
University of Wyoming, for her expert bee identification

Mining bee on a fernbush flower.
Photo: J. Thompson

and other native bee knowledge.

Female long-horned bee on a Mexican hat flower. Note the large
amount of pollen on the lower leg.

Mining bee on a sunflower. Note the pollen carried on the
upper leg.

Male long-horned bee on a sunflower.

This male wool carder (Anthidium manicatum) bee vigorously
defends his territory around some hens and chicks flowers.

Photo: J. Thompson

Photo: J. Thompson
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Photo: J. Thompson

Photo: J. Thompson

Other Non-native Bees

Several non-native bees (such as the
honey bee and some leafcutter bees) have
been imported into the U.S. and managed for
purposes beneficial to human beings. Other
non-native bees are accidentally introduced
and can be problematic, and some are hard to
distinguish from their native relatives. One of
these is a non-native wool carder bee (Anthidium
manicatum) from Europe (there are native wool
carder bees, named for the characteristic way in
which they collect plant fibers for their nests),
which is highly territorial and will defend its
territory from other native bees.

Flower fly – Syrphidae

There are approximately 950 species of
Syrphid flies or flower flies in North America.
Syrphids can be found almost everywhere, but
different species occur in different habitats.
Adults are often found hovering near flowers.
With 950 species, they come in a variety of
shapes and sizes. Many are brightly colored and
resemble bees and wasps. Syrphids do not bite or
sting. Syrphid fly adults visit flowers to feed on
nectar and pollen. The larvae of many of these
species are predacious and feed on aphids and
other small, soft-bodied insects.

FLIES

Flies, the Order Diptera, are insects often
viewed negatively because of a few abundant pest
species that plague people. However, over 17,000
species of flies are found in North America, and
most are innocuous or beneficial to humans.
Many fly species are effective pollinators. Aptly
named flower flies (family Syrphidae), bee flies
(family Bombyliidae), and species from several
other fly families, visit flowers as adults for nectar
meals and get a dusting of pollen in return that
they transfer to the next flower they visit. Big
round eyes, quite short antennae, and two wings
(rather than four) distinguish flies from bees
or wasps.

Syrphid fly on fernbush
flower. Note big eyes and
stubby, short antennae.
Photo: J. Thompson

This syrphid’s coloring
resembles that of a honey
bee.
Photo: J. Thompson

A flower fly (Syrphidae), whose coloration mimics a bald-faced
hornet, visiting flowers in a Wyoming mountain meadow.
Photo: S. Schell

This flower fly
(Syrphidae)
that mimics the
coloration of a
yellowjacket wasp
is pollinating a
mountain gentian
flower.
This yellow pondlily has a scent that is very attractive to flies that
pollinate it.

Photo: Alexandre
Vsevolodovitch
Latchininsky

Photo: S. Schell
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Tachnid fly – Tachinidae

Tachnid flies are parasitoids. They lay eggs
on other insects. The larvae then hatch out
of the egg and consume the insect host. They
suppress many insect pests but also attack
butterfly caterpillars. The adults can be most
readily identified by the many stiff bristles that
stick out of their abdomens. The adults visit
flowers to drink nectar and can move pollen
around as they do.

A bee fly (Bombyliidae) is depositing larvae in a soil crack that
will seek out and feed on grasshopper egg pods. The proboscis
on the adult fly is for nectar feeding on flowers.
Photo: Alexandre Vsevolodovitch Latchininsky

Tachinid fly visiting an alpine aster in the garden.
Photo: J. Thompson

A bottle fly (Calliphoridae) on oregano flowers.
Photo: J. Thompson

The black bristles on this fly really stand out against its orange
abdomen as it visits catmint flowers.
Photo: J. Thompson

Other fly pollinators

A green bottle fly (Calliphoridae) getting a dusting of pollen
while seeking nectar.
Photo: A. V. Latchininsky
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BUTTERFLIES AND MOTHS

Almost all butterflies and moths, which feed
as adults, depend on flower nectar as a source
of energy. Caterpillars are the juvenile form of
butterflies and moths. Caterpillars eat plant
leaves before pupating to become adults. Some
species of moths only feed as caterpillars and
as adults live off stored body fat to mate and
produce eggs.

Butterflies

The superfamily Papilionoidea includes
almost all of people’s favorite colorful species
of butterflies. They range from palm-sized
swallowtails to dime-sized blues. North
America has over 700 species of butterflies.
Many butterfly species prefer flat or
“umbrella”‑shaped flowers and frequently
transfer pollen as they walk on top of the
flowers. In general, a quick way to determine if
an insect is a butterfly (rather than a moth) is
the presence of enlarged segments, a knob, at
the end of thread-like antennae. All common
moths lack knobs on the end of their thread-like
or plumose (feathery) antennae.

Moths

Caterpillar of monarch butterfly ready to make cocoon on
butterfly weed.
Photo: Sue Felix/shutterstock.com

Very diverse and numerous moth species
from the Noctuoidea, Geometroidea,
Bombycoidea, and Pyraloidea superfamilies
are major “night-shift pollinators” that visit
flowering plants. Not all flowering plants keep
their flowers open at night
to allow for nocturnal
pollination; however,
some plants, such Hood’s
phlox, common starlilly,
or some evening primrose
species, do. The white
or light yellow coloring
of these flowers help the
night-flying insects find
them. The handful of
noctuid species, commonly
called miller moths, are
an ubiquitous example
of important, native,
nocturnal pollinators.

Life cycle of the swallowtail butterfly.
Photo: jps/shutterstock.com
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Painted lady butterfly feeding on Phlox kelseyi flowers.
Photo: J. Thompson

This swallowtail from the family Papilionidae transfers pollen
with its feet and proboscis as it feeds.
Photo: A. V. Latchininsky

Proboscis on a skipper butterfly is unrolling to feed on
catmint flowers.
Photo: J. Thompson

Cabbage white butterfly. The caterpillars of this non-native
butterfly can be a pest on cole crops (broccoli, cauliflower,
cabbage and others).
Photo: J. Thompson
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The hairy body on this wood nymph butterfly (Satyridae)
collects pollen as it feeds on this flower.
Photo: S. Schell

Skipper butterfly on narrow-leaved coneflower. Note “knobs” on
end of antennae.
Photo: J. Thompson

Hawkmoth visiting a native white-tufted evening primrose
(Oenothera caespitosa).

The plumose (feathery) antennae on this owlet moth help to
identify it as a moth, not a butterfly.

Miller moth. Note thin antennae without “knobs” on ends.

This blanketflower moth (Schinia masoni) has cryptic coloring,
which allows it to blend in, hiding from predators. It is found in
Colorado and Wyoming.

Photo: J. Thompson

Photo: alslutsky/shutterstock.com

Photo: J. Thompson

Photo: Helen Coates
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BEETLES

There are beetles, the order Coleoptera, that
utilize pollen and flower structures as food.
The longhorned flower beetles (Cerambycidae,
subfamily Lepturinae) and checkered flower
beetles (Cleridae), are two types of beetles
regularly found on flowers. They are called
“mess-and-soil pollinators” because they often
chew on the flower structures.

at the front and tapers to the rear, giving
them a “broad shouldered” appearance. These
beetles’ thoraxes are often very hairy, which
is conducive to transporting pollen. They are
usually noticed when they are actively feeding
on flowers in daylight. The flower longhorns
beetle do physical damage to the flower as they
feed but also end up pollinating the undamaged
structures of the flowers. The flower longhorns
beetle are often associated with plants in the
carrot family but are not used intentionally
for pollination of cultivated crop plants in this
family, such as carrot, parsnips, and parsley.

This checkered flower beetle (Cleridae) has cut off a few anthers
on this flower as it was feeding. The beetle’s hairy body will carry
pollen to the next flower it visits.
Photo: S. Schell

Checkered Flower Beetle (Cleridae)

Some species of checkered flower beetle also
use the flowers for their method of reproduction.
The female beetles will deposit eggs in flowers.
These eggs will stick to the bodies of ground
nesting, solitary bee species when they visit the
flower. The beetle’s egg will be carried back to
the bee’s nest and hatch. The checkered beetle
larvae will then feed on the bee’s larvae.

A longhorned flower beetle (Cerambycidae) feeding on a flower.
The thorax on many of these brightly colored species is hairy,
which aids in transferring pollen to the next flower they visit.
Photo: S. Schell

Subfamily Lepturinae (Flower
Longhorns)

The flower longhorn beetles are quite diverse
in North America with an estimated 200
species in the continental United States. Most
flower longhorn beetles have the characteristic
very long antennae, a thorax that is broader
A longhorned flower beetle on a curlycup gumweed flower.
Photo: J. Thompson
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Tumbling Flower Beetle (Mordellidae)

These beetles have a characteristic wedgeshape and humped-back body. Most are black
or mottled grey and covered in very fine short
hairs. These beetles are common on composite
flower types. They can be quite active when
disturbed and usually “tumble” from the flower
while attempting to get away. The larvae live
in decaying wood, and some of the beetles are
predaceous.

Tumbling flower beetle

Photo: KurtG/shutterstock.com

You can view more photos of pollinating insects in
Wyoming by visiting http://bit.ly/wypollinators.
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BIRD POLLINATORS –
WYOMING HUMMINGBIRDS

Watching hummingbirds’ aerial acrobatics
or hearing their trilling flight can be enjoyable
and rewarding. As they swoop around visiting
flowers, these birds are also acting as pollinators.
Pollen grains dust the feathers around their
faces as they insert their long beaks and tubelike tongues into flowers probing for nectar. The
pollen is then transferred to the next flower they
visit.
The three most common hummingbirds
in Wyoming are the Rufous hummingbird
(Selasphorus rufus), broad-tailed hummingbird
(Selasphorus platycercus), and calliope
hummingbird (Stellula calliope). These species
stick around for the summer, consuming nectar
from native plants and garden flowers, while
other species of hummingbird are migrants
passing through our state to distant locations.

Calliope hummingbird Stellula calliope

Calliope hummingbirds are common
summer residents found May through
September in willow and riparian areas of the
northwestern mountain ranges of Wyoming.
This is North America’s smallest hummingbird.
They weigh less than three $1 bills. Despite its
tiny size, it is able to survive at high elevations
exposed to extreme cold temperatures at night
by entering into a state of torpor, or temporary
metabolic shutdown, to conserve energy.

Broad-tailed hummingbird Selasphorus
platycercus

Broad-tailed hummingbirds are common
summer residents found from late April through
early September. They breed in foothills and
mountain ranges throughout Wyoming. They
follow the blooming patterns of montane
wildflowers, beginning at lower elevations and
moving up to higher elevations as summer
progresses. The female builds a nest out of
lichens, cottonwood seeds, and plant fibers.

Male broad-tailed hummingbird
Photo: Dec Hogan/shutterstock.com
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Calliope hummingbird

Photo: Tom Reichner/shutterstock.com

Rufous hummingbird Selasphorus rufus
Rufous hummingbirds are common
migrants found mid-June through midSeptember in all the foothill and mountainous
areas of Wyoming. Adult males are extremely
territorial and will aggressively defend a feeder
from all other hummingbirds. During their
long migrations, Rufous hummingbirds make
a clockwise circuit of western North America
each year. They move up the Pacific Coast in
late winter and spring, reaching Washington
and British Columbia by May. As early as July,
they may start south again, traveling down the
chain of the Rocky Mountains.

Rufous hummingbird

Photo: Tim Zurowski/shutterstock.com

Black-chinned Hummingbird
Archilochus alexandri

The Black-chinned hummingbird is a rare
summer resident found mostly in southwest
Wyoming late May through early August in
deciduous and juniper woodlands near streams.
In courtship, males performs “pendulum”
displays, flying back and forth in wide U-shaped
arc, making whirring sounds on each dive. They
also buzz back and forth in short flights in front
of perched females.

Male black-chinned hummingbird
Photo: Melani Wright/shutterstock.com
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