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Who is this information for?
Local Authorities and others who manage green 
space in an urban setting. This sheet is aimed at 
those managing public or communal green space. 
An information sheet in this series considers gardens 
separately. Some information included there may also  
be relevant*.

Why are pollinators important?
Insect pollinators are important for our environment and 
for biodiversity. They are essential for seed production by 
wild plants as well as flowers, vegetables and fruit grown 
in gardens. Pollinators support healthy ecosystems, 
particularly by helping plants to produce fruits and seeds 
which birds and other animals rely on. Also, they are 
valued by the public, and, as part of our natural world, 
contribute to our health and well-being. 
 

Pollinating insects include honey bees, 
bumblebees, solitary bees, wasps, hoverflies 
and other flies, butterflies, moths and beetles. 
Research is dominated by studies on bees, 
hoverflies and butterflies, but there is recent 
evidence that the role of other flies may have 
been underestimated1. Since the 1950s, the 
distributions and diversity of some wild pollinator 
groups have changed in Britain, with certain 
species disappearing from large parts of the 
country. Green spaces in urban areas can be 
important for pollinators, particularly bees2 and 
appropriate management can help to maintain 
and support populations of these valuable 
insects into the future.

What do pollinators need?

Different types of pollinators have different 
requirements. All of them feed on nectar (which 
provides energy in the form of sugars) as adults and 
many also feed on pollen (which provides protein). 
Bees also feed their larvae on pollen and nectar. 
Hoverflies have particularly varied life-cycles and the 
larvae of many some feed on plant pests such as 
aphids, making these insects doubly useful. Butterfly 
larvae (caterpillars) feed on plant leaves and different 
species need different larval host plants. 

In addition to their food requirements, pollinating 
insects need the right sort of habitat to complete their  
life cycle. Bees in particular need suitable places to make 
their nests, which may be below ground (mining bees 
and many bumble bees), in dense vegetation on the 
surface (carder bumblebees), or in holes in logs, plant 
stems, walls etc. (e.g. mason and leafcutter bees).
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* http://www.wildlifetrusts.org/bees-needs/information-sheets
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Which urban greenspaces are important for 
pollinators?
A wide variety of habitats form the green infrastructure 
of urban areas, all of which can be important for 
pollinators. These include:

• Formal bedding and containers/hanging baskets
• Grounds of institutions and offices and schools
• Parks
• Gardens*
• Recreation fields* and other public amenity spaces
• Communal spaces in residential areas
• Green roofs/walls
• Footpaths and cycle paths
• Transport corridors*
• Industrial and brownfield sites*
• Allotments
• Churchyards, cemeteries and burial grounds 
• Woodland*
• Nature reserves
• Other green infrastructure 

Features marked with a * above are covered by other 
information sheets in this series and can be found on 
the Wildlife Trusts’ website: http://www.wildlifetrusts.
org/bees-needs/information-sheets. This information 
sheet focuses on management to provide pollen & nectar 
resources for pollinators across areas that are planted 
annually, such as formal bedding, and grassland habitats 
found in a wide range of situations such as amenity 
areas, office and school grounds and cemeteries 
in urban areas. However the principles of providing 

pollen & nectar resources can be applied to any green 
infrastructure. In addition to these resources, pollinators 
need a variety of habitats and features to provide shelter, 
nesting habitats, larval habitat and hibernation sites. 
Examples of the range of valuable features are given 
towards the end of this information sheet.

© Harrogate Borough Council

How important are urban greenspaces  
for pollinators?
Urban greenspaces can have enormous value for 
pollinators, although population size and species 
composition will not be the same as in rural habitats. 
A French study of wild bee populations across an 
urbanisation gradient found that, although the number 
of bees was negatively affected by urbanisation, 
more species were recorded at intermediate levels of 
urbanisation3. Bee community composition was affected 
by the degree of urbanisation with more long-tongued 
and cavity-nesting species on sites with high and 
intermediate levels of urbanisation.
 

© Brighton & Hove City Council
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Although urban biodiversity as a whole is affected by 
the size of individual habitat patches and connectivity4, 
a study of ecological diversity on inner city sites found 
that the quality of the habitat was more important than 
the habitat size or connectivity for four butterfly species 
which are good dispersers5. For pollinators, one of the 
key determinants of habitat quality has been found to be 
the number of flowering species6 or simply the number 
of flowers7. A study of urban parks also concluded that 
bumble bee abundance was affected by the availability 
of suitable nest sites8. There is therefore much scope 
to improve the management of urban areas to benefit 
pollinators. As part of a study on urban pollinators, 
experimental pollinator-friendly planting in parks and road 
verges were found to support more species of bees in 
urban areas compared to farmland or nature reserves, 
although other pollinator species were less common in 
urban areas2. 
 
What you can do
The type and scale of management that is possible for 
pollinators will be different for each site and will depend 
on many, often competing, factors including: existing 
habitats, type of use, public perception, cost, resources 
for management and the level of engagement of those 
undertaking management. 

The key is to have a range of plants that provide pollen 
and nectar and which are in flower at different times of 
year, together with a range of habitats that provide nest, 
shelter and hibernation sites. Trees and shrubs, which 
often provide a source of nectar early in the season, can 
be valuable as well as herbaceous plants. 

Different types of pollinators like different types of flower 
so the best approach is to plant and manage for a diverse 
range. For example, different bumblebees have different 
tongue lengths, and this can affect the flower types 
that they prefer. A national survey identified a range of 
plants favoured by short-tongued bumblebees including 
lavender, heather, sedum and knapweed, whereas  
long-tongued species preferred species like delphinium, 
dahlia, and honeysuckle. 
 
 

As a group, pollinators require a food source almost 
throughout the year. Some species emerge early in the 
season, while others require nectar and pollen later. Social 
species like bumble bees need food for the queen bees 
in spring when they are founding the nest, throughout 
the summer for the workers to rear the young, and finally 
at the end of the season for the young queens to build 
up fat stores before hibernating for the winter. Good 
early sources of nectar and pollen include wallflowers, 
comfrey, dandelion, white deadnettle and fruit trees9,10. 
Late flowering species include lavender, marigolds and 
knapweed. Ivy is also a good autumn source of pollen & 
nectar for a range of species including honey bees, ivy 
bees and hoverflies, and is the larval food plant of the 
holly blue butterfly11.

© Simon Conyers, Fera

Annual planting

Annual planting established either as formal bedding 
displays or sown ‘meadow’ mixtures in borders and 
formal parks can be very valuable for pollinators. Although 
annual mixtures will usually set seed and regenerate in 
following years, unsown competitive species quickly 
become dominant and reduce the value of the vegetation 
for pollinators and visual impact, so it is better to resow 
each year if possible. Appropriate annual seed mixtures 
contain little or no grass, so are not true meadow 
mixtures, but they do provide displays with very high 
visual impact. 
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Creating visual impact
In collaboration with the Urban Pollinators 
research project, led by the University of Bristol, 
Bristol City Council have tested native perennial 
and non-native annual mixtures on selected, 
highly visible sites which had previously been 
frequently cut grass. Although both mixtures 
attract pollinators, Bristol Council found the  
non-native mixture to be more resilient in the 
urban setting and to provide a longer period of 
nectar resource than native mixes. The non-native 
mixture includes Californian poppy, Coreopsis, 
Cosmidium, flowering flax and Calendula. Flowering 
starts as little as six weeks after sowing and 
Cosmos can flower right through until December. 
The non-native mixtures were more expensive than 
native mixes, but feedback from the public has 
been overwhelmingly positive. 

The council has developed the management over 
the past five years to provide the most effective 
and resource-efficient methods of establishment 
and maintenance.  Grass is sprayed off in early 
spring, the area is cultivated and then sown. 
No management is done through the growing 
season and mixes are re-sown the following year.

© K. Baldock, Urban Pollinators Project

Native and non-native mixtures are available and both 
have value in providing pollen & nectar resources, but 
should be chosen to suit the specific situation. A study of 
perennial native and exotic mixtures found that, although 
some types of pollinators preferred native species, exotic 
mixes flowered later and extended the period that pollen 

& nectar were available to more generalist species12. 
Critically, flowers must provide a source of nectar and 
pollen that is available to native pollinator species. Some 
exotic species evolved to be pollinated by other types 
of pollinators (e.g. Salvia splendens is pollinated by 
the hummingbird) and may have no value to our native 
insects13. More commonly, horticultural varieties (of both 
native and exotic species) that have been bred for highly 
modified flower forms produce little or no nectar13, or the 
modified flower structure (spurless, double, enlarged) 
often makes the nectar inaccessible to pollinators14. 

Management of grassland areas and  
longer-term planting 
Perennial plants

Planting of perennials in borders and beds can be a 
resource-efficient alternative to annual bedding plants. For 
example lavender makes an attractive, low maintenance 
display. Early flowering bulbs such as crocus planted 
in parks and road verges have good visual impact and 
can provide early nectar resources for overwintering 
bumblebee queens. 

How do you make formal bedding 
displays pollinator friendly?
Traditional bedding can be valuable for pollinators 
if the right plants are chosen. Highly bred varieties 
are often less suitable, especially ‘double’ flower 
varieties, which have extra petals and produce 
less pollen and nectar. 

Harrogate has very traditional formal bedding 
displays in the town centre, but has been 
working to improve their value for pollinators 
whilst retaining the style and visual impact of the 
planting. The Council has found that Dahlias, 
Cosmos, Angelica, Rudbeckia and Verbena 
are useful plants for formal bedding, providing 
a range of strong colours and different growth 
forms to meet design requirements, whilst being 
attractive to a range of pollinators.
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Grassland management

Sympathetic management of grassland areas can 
improve its value for pollinators and can be applied to 
grassland in a wide range of settings including: road 
verges, recreation grounds, parks, office and school 
grounds and churchyards. Changes in management 
need to be sympathetic to the particular circumstances 
and how the area is used by the public, but small 
changes can make a difference. For example, it may 
be possible to create a meadow area at one edge of a 
large recreation field or to reduce the cutting frequency 
on some roadsides. Consider the placement and 
management of tall vegetation in relation to the surrounding 
habitat. Shaped cutting can be used to blend taller 
vegetation with more intensively managed grassland. 

Ideally, aim to provide a range of different habitats to 
benefit pollinators at different stages of their life-cycle. 
Taller vegetation provides both flower resources, such 
as willowherbs and umbellifers, and nesting habitat for 

some bees such as the common carder bee and food 
plants for the caterpillars of several butterfly species. 
Small bare areas are also potential nest sites for some 
bee species. Long grass will have greatest benefits 
when sited next to other features such as hedges,  
trees and ponds. 
 
Creation of meadows through less frequent cutting, 
removal of cut plant material and maintaining a range 
of vegetation heights should maximise both flower 
diversity and the period of flowering. A Swiss study of 
the effects of hay meadow management on bees found 
positive effects of both delayed cutting and uncut refuge 
areas15. Select areas carefully to maximise the value and 
minimise the likely conflicts with other uses. If possible, 
choose a sunny, south or west facing site, away from 
the most concentrated public use and with existing 
beneficial species present in the sward. 
 
Grassland areas may be managed by regular cutting 
because: they are used for recreation, it prevents weed 
proliferation, visibility on roadsides or to create a tidy 
environment. However, even where a short sward is 
necessary, some relaxation of mowing frequency may 
be possible and should reduce management costs. 
Dandelions, which will flower in short turf, are a good 
source of nectar, particularly early in the season. A 
Canadian study of bees in an urban setting found that 
dandelions had one of the highest diversities of bee 
visitors of the species present16. 
 

© Simon Conyers, Fera

 
Ideally the indigenous flora of a site should be 
encouraged in less intensively managed situations 
and more natural habitats. However, there will be 
circumstances, such as the margins of recreation fields 
or managed parks, where the existing vegetation is 
very species-poor and sowing a mix or augment the 
floral diversity of a site by planting native plug plants is 
appropriate. If this approach is used, native seed should 
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be sourced and perennial seed mixes are available.  
They are slower to establish than annual mixes,  
but can be maintained for up to ten years if managed 
appropriately. Mixes without grasses will usually have 
more visual impact than those with grasses, but they 
would not be recommended in a more natural situation. 
When mixes are sown, the composition must be tailored 
to the situation and soil type. Inclusion of yellow rattle, 
which is parasitic on grasses, can help to reduce the 
vigour of the grass and make it less competitive with 
flowering herbs. Grassland species which would benefit 
pollinators include: black knapweed, white dead-nettle, 
ox-eye daisy, bugle, marjoram, red clover, field scabious, 
white clover, and yarrow. 
 
Other habitats and features are  
also important
In general, the more habitat types and the wider the 
range of flowers you can provide, the more pollinators 
you are likely to attract.

• Trees/shrubs such as willow, hawthorn and 
blackthorn, as well as fruit trees, provide good 
sources of early nectar.

• Ivy provides good shelter and is an important late 
source of pollen and nectar. In particular the larvae of 
the ivy bee are fed almost exclusively on ivy pollen.

• Areas of bare ground with fine soil or sand short turf 
on a sunny, south facing slope with bare ground, dry 
banks, old walls and piles of dead wood can all provide 
nesting sites for solitary bees and other species.

• Plants with pithy or hollow stems, such as elder, wild 
roses and bramble, provide potential nesting habitat.

• Artificial nests made of bamboo canes, reed stems 
and wood with drilled holes can provide nest sites for 
solitary bees†.

• Shady areas, log piles and compost heaps can 
provide larval habitat for many pollinators  
(especially flies) and nesting sites for bumblebees.

• Ponds or wet habitats can support the larvae of 
pollinators such as drone flies and can be flowery 
features if the right plants are used e.g. water mint, 
purple loosestrife, angelica, marsh woundwort.

Allotments usually support a wide range of plant 
species, including crops and weeds, which flower 
at different times of year. Early sources of nectar 
can be found, for example, in fruit trees and 
autumn-sown broad beans (predominantly for 
wild bees). Many herbs like lavender, chives, mint, 
sage and dill are also good nectar sources and 
companion planting can benefit both pollinators 
and your crop. Suitable flowers that can be sown 
to augment pollen and nectar sources include 
borage, comfrey, poached egg plant, Phacelia 
and Rudbeckia, although there are many other 
possibilities. Although most of the land on 
allotments is managed by the allotment holders, 
Local Authorities can raise awareness and 
encourage more pollinator friendly management 
including only judicious use of pesticides. If each 
allotment holder planted just one row of pollinator 
friendly flowers, this could benefit pollinator 
populations across an allotment site.

© N. Mitschunas, Urban Pollinators Project

 
Choice of species to plant
There are many native and garden plants which support 
pollinators. More information is available from the  
following websites:

• Bees’ Needs website, (www.beesneeds.org.uk), 
• the Bumblebee Conservation Trust, BeeKind website, 

http://beekind.bumblebeeconservation.org/

† More information on artificial nest construction including links to other websites can be found in the information sheet 
for gardens: http://www.wildlifetrusts.org/bees-needs/information-sheets.

http://www.beesneeds.org.uk)
http://beekind.bumblebeeconservation.org/
http://www.wildlifetrusts.org/bees-needs/information-sheets
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• the RHS ‘Perfect for Pollinators’ plant lists – separate 
lists for garden and for native plants, https://www.
rhs.org.uk/science/conservation-biodiversity/
wildlife/encourage-wildlife-to-your-garden/plants-
for-pollinators,

• the book ‘Plants for Bees’ by Kirk and Howes,9  

http://www.plantsforbees.org/gallery.html
• the BWARS website, including information sheets on 

some solitary bee species, http://www.bwars.com/
index.php?q=information_sheets

 
Pesticides
Remember that pesticides, especially insecticides, can 
affect beneficial as well as harmful species and use 
sparingly if at all. Ideally, plants in flower should not be 
sprayed to avoid the danger to pollinating insects.

© Buglife

Green roofs and walls are increasingly common 
in urban areas and have a range of environmental 
benefits. Traditionally they have been installed 
for thermoregulation and to reduce storm water 
runoff and were planted with low-growing, 
drought tolerant species suited to the harsh 
environment, such as Sedum. However there is 
increasing interest in the biodiversity benefits of 
green roofs for birds and invertebrates. Sedum 
has value for some native bumblebees10, but a 
study of native species and Sedum dominated 
roofs in the US showed greatest bee species 
richness and abundance where flower diversity 
was greatest17. However, not all native species 
will survive in this environment and retaining a 
proportion of Sedum cover has been shown to 
benefit survival of other species18.

Buglife have produced best practice guidance 
for the design, construction and planting of green 
roofs which can be found here: https://www.
buglife.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creating%20
Green%20Roofs%20for%20Invertebrates_
Best%20practice%20guidance_2.pdf 

 
Conclusion
Research has shown that urban habitats can be very 
important habitats for pollinating insects. By growing a 
range of the right sorts of flowers throughout the year, 
reducing the frequency of cutting and leaving some areas 
of tall vegetation, as well as providing a range of habitats 
for nesting and shelter, you can increase the value of 
urban green spaces for these useful insects. 

The advice contained within this information sheets 
is evidence- based as far as possible. Experts from 
Government and a wide range of interested organisations, 
including research scientists, have helped to inform the 
development of this detailed advice. It is intended as 
good practice advice and should not be regarded as 
official guidance. Many other organisations also provide 
advice on managing your land for pollinators, and links 
have been provided here where appropriate.

https://www.rhs.org.uk/science/conservation-biodiversity/wildlife/encourage-wildlife-to-your-garden/
https://www.rhs.org.uk/science/conservation-biodiversity/wildlife/encourage-wildlife-to-your-garden/
https://www.rhs.org.uk/science/conservation-biodiversity/wildlife/encourage-wildlife-to-your-garden/
https://www.rhs.org.uk/science/conservation-biodiversity/wildlife/encourage-wildlife-to-your-garden/
http://www.plantsforbees.org/gallery.html
http://www.bwars.com/index.php?q=information_sheets
http://www.bwars.com/index.php?q=information_sheets
https://www.buglife.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creating%20Green%20Roofs%20for%20Invertebrates_Best%2
https://www.buglife.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creating%20Green%20Roofs%20for%20Invertebrates_Best%2
https://www.buglife.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creating%20Green%20Roofs%20for%20Invertebrates_Best%2
https://www.buglife.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creating%20Green%20Roofs%20for%20Invertebrates_Best%2
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