Floral seed mixes are key to restoring bee communities
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Riparian plants had high pollinator visitation richness and supported specialist bees despite being spatially restricted to water sources. Salix bebbiana and Cornus sericea had relatively high observed species richness, compared to plant species that were more common throughout the study area. Riparian habitats serve as the interface between terrestrial and aquatic habitats and support high levels of biodiversity in the northern Rocky Mountains (Baril et al. 2011). High densities of floral resources, structural vegetation, and microclimates that improve nesting success, and a high degree of connectivity with other habitat patches, underscore the potential importance of riparian zones for pollinators (Williams 2011). Restoration efforts focused within riparian habitats are likely to play a critical role for conserving bee communities. Seed mixes could help restore whole pollinator communities by containing plants that support specialist bee species, which are the bees that are most vulnerable to habitat loss (Bommarco et al. 2010). Within this study, Salix bebbiana supported the most specialist bee species (n = 12), again suggesting that riparian habitats, early in the growing season, are concentrated areas of bee diversity. Salix bebbiana was visited primarily by bees within the family Andrenidae (commonly called mining bees), which is a speciose group of early season foraging species (Cane 2020; Nichols et al. 2019). Specialist Andrena species caught during this study included Andrena angustitarsata, Andrena bradleyi, Andrena commoda, Andrena illinoiensis, Andrena miserabilis, Andrena nasonii, Andrena persimulata, Andrena petristis, Andrena striatifrons, and Andrena trevoris. Phacelia hastata (n = 9) and Symphyotrichum ascendens (n = 7) were visited by the most specialist bee species among middle- and late-blooming plant species. These plant species were visited by bees belonging to several genera, including Hoplitis (Family: Megachilidae), Osmia (Family: Megachilidae), and Nomada (Family: Apidae). Specialists in these genera include Hoplitis grinelli, Osmia cyanella, Osmia dolerosa, Osmia marginipennis, Osmia longula, and Osmia pikei. Specimens of Nomada could only be identified to morphospecies (Appendix). Seed mixes containing plants in different phenologic groups might be required to support specialist bee species that are active at different times during the growing season.
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