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Biofuel crops compete with wildflowers for bees
Pollination of intensively farmed, flowering crops could affect the pollination of wild plants in
neighbouring fields, according to a study by German researchers. In their one-year study, they
found fewer bees visited wild plants that are close to oilseed rape fields, although the longerterm picture is less clear. The researchers warn that increasing cultivation of biofuel crops could
possibly reduce wild flower populations.
Bees pollinate both wild flowers and crop plants, providing invaluable ecosystem services to agriculture and
1
biodiversity . The decline of bee populations in recent years is well publicised, and could have negative
consequences for the environment and food security. However, biodiversity is also threatened by flowering crop
plants, which in some cases are more attractive to bees than wild flowers. In a field of oilseed rape, a crop often
planted for biofuel production, a bee can visit 2,000 flowers in an hour, simply because the flowers grow so
densely, whereas in a neighbouring field of wild plants, there will be fewer plants that are more spread out in
comparison.
There are conflicting theories about how crop plants affect their wild neighbours. From one perspective, bees could
be drawn from the wild flowers by the more attractive crop flowers, resulting in reduced pollination of wild plants.
From another perspective, however, wild plants situated very close to crops could actually benefit from large bee
populations in the area, as the bees may also visit nearby wild flowers.
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The researchers, partly-funded under the EU STEP , measured the effects of increasing proportions of oilseed
rape on 67 agricultural land and grassland sites in Lower-Saxony, Germany. Their results revealed that when a
larger proportion of an area is planted with oilseed rape, the total number of bumblebees per oilseed rape field, and
number of different species of bees per field, is markedly lower.
The researchers also found that wild cowslips, which rely on bees for their pollination services, produced fewer
seeds when they were in areas containing lots of crop plants. The average number of seeds produced by cowslip
flowers decreased by a fifth in areas where 15 per cent of land within a kilometre radius was planted with oilseed
rape, compared to land where no oilseed rape was planted.
The study indicates that careful land planning and wildflower conservation is needed to avoid the decline of wild
flowers in agricultural areas planted with biofuel crops. However, the researchers highlight the results of other
studies, which have shown that in the long run, flowering crops can improve pollination across a large area. They
also hint that the picture is more complex than it might at first appear. Even if wild plant populations are negatively
affected over the course of one year, an increase in bee populations thanks to neighbouring crop plants could
benefit the wild plants the following year.
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