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Pollen needs help to get to the right flower. One way they get help is to use the wind, thought this is 

wasteful because huge amounts of pollen are cast into the air (and make you sneeze!) and only some 

will reach their target. 

Bats, birds such as humming birds and insects of 

many kinds, are better pollinators. Plants attract these 

pollinators by using different shapes,  

colours, patterns, and smells, which   

is why there is such a variety of  

flowers in the world.

As the pollinator feeds on a  

flower, its hairy body picks up  

some pollen. When it flies to  

another flower, some of this  

pollen lands on the sticky stigma  

of the second flower. Here the pollen  

fertilizes the ovule and it can grow a seed.

Some of the most important pollinators are the many 

types of bees and for many reasons. If they find a  

good source of nectar or pollen they will collect 

only from that plant species. Bees use the sugary 

nectar as food and also collect the pollen to feed 

their developing larvae. With special combs on their 

legs, bees wipe off much of the pollen that sticks to 

their hairy bodies and put it in pouches called pollen 

baskets, which they take back to the hive. Of course 

some of the pollen gets missed and this will end up 

being rubbed off on a waiting female flower.   

So - not only do the plants get pollinated from the 

visiting back and forth between the bees and plants, 

but we get honey that the bees share with us! 

Not all plants need to be pollinated to grow new plants 

but most of the plants that we humans (and birds and 

animals) live on, do need to be pollinated. So you can 

see how important pollen and pollinators are to almost 

all of the creatures that live on land. In the story on 

pages 10 & 11 you will find out how to help pollinators 

stay healthy and strong.

by Shona Ellis, Associate Head of Biology, UBC  
(abridged from an earlier version)

Any kind of dust makes people sneeze and botanical dust - pollen - certainly makes lots of  

people sneeze, but we have to love it anyway. Why?

Without ‘botanical dust’ we would not have seeds, fruit or vegetables to eat and neither would  

the animals and birds. Wheat and oats for our morning cereal, delicious fruits such as apples, pears, 

blueberries and strawberries, tomatoes and peppers for salad – none of these will make new plants  

unless their female flowers are pollinated. 
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What is pollen and what does it  

do? Pollen is the male part 

of the plant that fertilizes the 

egg (the female part). Pollen 

is produced in the part of the 

flower called the stamens 

and the eggs are produced in 

the pistil. Each fertilized egg 

becomes an embryo (new life) 

within a seed and from each 

seed grows a new plant. 

1. The bright colours and smell of that flower  
 tell me that it’s got the sugary nectar I love to  
 eat and the pollen I feed to my kids. Yum!

3. At this second flower the pollen  
 from the first flower will fertilise  
 the egg cells to make seeds.

Pollination: how insects help 
plants to make seeds

Insects take pollen between flowering 
plants of the same type. The pollen 
fertilises egg cells to make seeds.

2. Oh my, my! While eating  
 at this flower some of the  
 pollen has rubbed off on me  
 by accident.

Pollen enters 
the flower here

Egg cells 
are fertilised 
by pollen 
and grow 
into seeds

‘Botanical Dust’
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Bee with  
pollen baskets.
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