
Tailored advice on managing land for pollinators

Who is this information for?  
Relevant for managers and contractors dealing with 
green spaces on industrial sites, and water and other 
utility or industrial companies who own post-industrial 
and brownfield sites. 

Why are pollinators important?
Yield and quality of food produced by many crops 
worldwide, including crops grown in gardens, is 
dependent on pollination by insects1. Insect pollination is 
also necessary for seed production by wild and garden 
plants, essential for maintaining biodiversity and the 
wider environment. They 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. 
Since the 1950s, the distributions and diversity 
of some wild pollinator groups have changed 
in Britain, with many species declining or even 
disappearing from large parts of the country.  
It is important to take action to support 
populations of insect pollinators into the future, 
and industrial sites can make an important 
contribution in this regard.

What do pollinators need?
Different types of pollinating insects 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 feed on crop 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). Pollinating flies rely on pools, ditches, damp 
soil and animal dung for their larval development.
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How important are industrial sites  
for pollinators?
Industrial areas can provide valuable habitats for wildlife, 
including pollinators2. Much of the information available 
concerns post-industrial and ‘brownfield’ sites, including 
quarries , open-cast mines and spoil heaps4, sand and 
gravel pits5,6, and landfills, but can also apply to unused 
or amenity land on active industrial sites. In particular, 
post-industrial sites often provide a mosaic of habitats 
that is not found in intensively managed areas7. This 
can include sparsely-vegetated early successional 
stages, flowery tall herbs, grassland, heathland, scrub 
and secondary woodland. Low nutrient levels in the 
soil encourage the development of a diverse flora along 
with bare ground, both of which can be valuable for 
pollinators. Brownfield sites can support some of the 
richest assemblages of pollinators in England (over 100 
species of bee and hoverfly at the better sites) and they 
can be important for conservation of nationally rare 
species, including pollinators such as the brown-banded 
carder bee (Bombus humilis) and shrill carder bee 
(Bombus sylvarum)2. 

Management of industrial sites encourage 
pollinators

Post-industrial and brownfield sites 
Key brownfield habitat features for bumblebees include 
wildflowers and spring-flowering shrubs such as sallows, 
blackthorn, and hawthorn, providing forage availability 
throughout the active season; long grass areas, 
tussocks and accumulated leaf litter for nesting carder 
bees and overwintering queens; and rodent burrows 
to provide nesting and overwintering sites for the large 
garden bumblebee and others8. In addition, bare ground 
will provide nesting habitat for burrowing  
solitary bees9. Many sites also support wetland  
areas, providing breeding habitat for important 
pollinators such as drone flies.
 

One of the advantages of brownfield sites from a wildlife 
point of view is the lack of intrusive management, 
which allows the development of a range of habitats. 
Indeed, active restoration is generally damaging to the 
wildlife interest of the site2,4,9. Brownfield sites are often 
temporary, and are usually re-developed eventually. 
This is not necessarily a problem if new sites appear to 
replace those that are lost. A life cycle of around 15 years 
supports the highest conservation value10. However, in 
some cases, sites support very rare species and their 
destruction could result in local extinctions. 
In such cases, sites should be preserved and managed 
appropriately. Many of the Wildlife Trusts’ reserves, and Local 
Nature Reserves, are located on former brownfield sites. 

 

 
Where sites persist for longer than 15-20 years, scrub 
formation is likely to occur and eventually reversion to 
woodland. Some active management will be required to 
maintain habitats for pollinators. However, only a small 
proportion of the site should be worked on at a time, to 
avoid undue disturbance and ensure that some mature 
habitat is retained. Methods to enhance habitats for 
bumblebees and other pollinators include rotational scrub 
and bramble clearance and soil disturbance, creating 
diverse topography such as scrapes and mounds, adding 
industrial spoil, sand or aggregates, topsoil stripping, 
and adding seed of additional flowering plants where 
these are not already present. Soil disturbance and 
addition of spoil etc. creates open ground which certain 
solitary bees use for nesting, while adding flowering plant 
seeds provides additional nectar and pollen. Access for 
recreational use can create local disturbance which is 
beneficial, as are rabbit grazing and burrowing areas, 
which should be retained, as these also provide nesting 
habitat for solitary bees that burrow into bare ground. 
Further detail of these management practices is provided 
by Buglife at their online Brownfield Hub, including a 
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helpful set of brownfield site case studies  
(http://www.buglife.org.uk/brownfield-hub)8. 

A useful tool to manage wildlife-rich brownfield sites  
is the Open Mosaic Habitats (OMH) inventory, at  
http://habitatsurveys.esdm.co.uk/home.aspx.  
This explains the wildlife value of OMH, where OMH can 
occur, as well as providing further best practice guidance. 
It is the first ever inventory of OMH sites and users of the 
inventory website are encouraged to add their own local 
knowledge. 

Management of active industrial areas. 
Active industrial areas may contain pieces of land that 
are not currently being used, in which case the principles 
outlined above apply. However, there may also be areas 
of land that are fully vegetated and need to be managed 
for convenience, amenity, visual or health and safety 
reasons. Often such areas are simply mown to keep them 
tidy, but alternatives may be possible which enhance their 
habitat value. For example, a study in the USA found 
that powerline corridors managed through occasional 
selective herbicide use and removal of tall growing trees 
had a more diverse bee community containing more rare 
species than mown areas11.  

Where areas of grass are maintained, reducing the 
frequency of cutting the grass, or even stopping 
altogether, could be considered, in order to allow plants 
to flower and set seed. Where the soil is reasonably 
fertile, not cutting at all can result in a rank sward with few 
flowers present. In such cases a minimum programme 
of cutting once a year in September should be followed, 
ideally with another cut prior to this in May or June. If the 
area is big enough, it is advantageous to split the May/

June cut, cutting half the grass at one time and the other 
half around a month later, so that not all the flowers are 
removed at once. Ideally, cuttings should be removed if 
possible, to prevent nutrient build-up (which is detrimental 
to plant diversity) and smothering of regrowth. Removal of 
cuttings increases diversity and flower abundance12.

Case study:  
Coppermills Water Treatment Works

Thames Water asked the Bumblebee 
Conservation Trust to survey a number of 
their sites and two rare species of bumblebee 
were discovered. Following the surveys, they 
took action on two trial sites, including the 
Coppermills Water Treatment Works. There they 
planted a bee friendly mix in a woodland glade 
area and introduced yellow rattle to replace 
coarse grasses. They also trialled relaxing their 
mowing regime. The result was a 37% increase 
in bumble bee numbers!  
 

 

Sowing wild flowers 
Where grass swards contain few or no wild flowers, 
perennial wild flower mixtures that are beneficial for 
pollinating insects can be sown. These are available 
from a range of seed suppliers, either already mixed or 
as single species. It is recommended that merchants 
who sell seed originating from wild stocks of UK origin 
should be used, as seed from foreign sources may not 
be adapted to UK conditions. Agricultural varieties should 
not be used – they can be very different in growth form 
and are generally not persistent. The ground will need to 
be cultivated or a least scarified to ensure good contact 
between the introduced seeds and the soil. Frequent 
cutting may be needed in the first year after sowing to 
control annual weeds.
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An alternative method for small areas is to use ‘plug 
plants’ (i.e. plants grown in small plugs of compost). 
These should be planted in autumn and kept watered  
if the weather is dry. 

Recent research13 has quantified nectar production by 
wild plant species. Suitable species with high nectar 
production per unit area include black knapweed, white 
dead-nettle, ox-eye daisy, bugle, marjoram, red clover, 
field scabious, white clover, and yarrow. Where grass 
growth is vigorous, inclusion of yellow rattle, which is 
parasitic on grasses, can help to reduce the vigour of the 
grass and make it less competitive with other flowering 
herbs14.

Further information on creating wildflower grasslands for 
pollinators is available from a variety of sources, including 
Buglife (http://www.buglife.org.uk/) and the Bumblebee 
Conservation Trust (http://bumblebeeconservation.org/)
An alternative method for small areas is to use ‘plug 
plants’ (i.e. plants grown in small plugs of compost). 
These should be planted in autumn and kept watered  
if the weather is dry.  

Recent research has quantified nectar production by wild 
plant species. Suitable species with high nectar production 
per unit area include black knapweed, white dead-nettle, 
ox-eye daisy, bugle, marjoram, red clover, field scabious, 
white clover, and yarrow. Where grass growth is vigorous, 
inclusion of yellow rattle, which is parasitic on grasses, can 
help to reduce the vigour of the grass and make it less 
competitive with other flowering herbs39. 

Further information on creating wildflower grasslands for 
pollinators is available from a variety of sources, including 
Buglife (http://www.buglife.org.uk/) and the Bumblebee 
Conservation Trust (http://bumblebeeconservation.org/) 

Conclusion
In contrast to common assumptions, industrial and 
post-industrial sites can be valuable areas for conserving 
pollinators and other wildlife. Often, little or no management 
is required, but where appropriate, the right management 
can create an attractive area of interest and value for 
pollinator conservation.

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. 
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