
BACKGROUND

Yield quality and quantity, even for crops that do not 
require animal pollination, is typically higher in areas 
with higher native pollinator biodiversity, so agricultural 
producers will benefit from being better informed about 
pollinators. 

There are more than 200 species of native insect pollinator 
that can be found on farms in BC’s central interior. Most 
of these are bees or hoverflies, and while many species 
are very hard to tell apart without specialized training, 
carefully observing a pollinator’s physical characteristics 
can often help determine which general group (family) a 
pollinator belongs to.

Locally relevant resources about pollinators in 
agroecosystems are in short supply, so this guide 
summarizes the major groups of pollinating bees and 
flies identified on farms in the Bulkley-Nechako and 
Fraser-Fort George Regional Districts during the growing 
seasons of 2021 and 2022.

HOW DO YOU KNOW IT’S A POLLINATOR?

•	 The best spot to look for pollinators is on the 
reproductive structures of plants – flowers, catkins, 
and/or other pollen- and nectar-bearing features. 
Most of the common pollinators on farms in this 
region are flying insects, and can be observed 
foraging on flowering plants or trees from spring 
until early fall.

•	 Many pollinating insects have body parts specially 
adapted for carrying pollen, like the flattened hind 
legs of female bumblebees (called corbicula, top) or 
dense hair on the legs or abdomen of many other 
native bees (called scopa, arrow in the photo on the 
bottom).

•	 Another common feature among pollinating insects 
is coloration that mimics bees – for example, many 
hoverflies are black with yellow or orange markings.

HOW DO YOU TELL BEES FROM FLIES?

•	 Bees have four wings (two pairs), while hoverflies 
have two wings (one pair).

•	 Bees typically have longer antennae than flies.

AN INTRODUCTION TO POLLINATING BEES AND 
HOVERFLIES ON FARMS IN THE BULKLEY-NECHAKO 
AND FRASER-FORT GEORGE REGIONAL DISTRICTS

This factsheet is a part of the Pollinator factsheet Series for the project Creating climate resilient pollinator communities 
in Bulkley-Nechako and Fraser-Fort George (BNFFG). This series summarizes key findings from two years of field work 
on agricultural properties in BNFFG that studied the distribution and emergence patterns of pollinators, along with 
factors that promote pollinator biodiversity and resilience. Full project information and reports are available on the 
Climate Change Adaptation Program website.

https://bcclimatechangeadaptation.ca/resource-items/creating-climate-resilient-agricultural-pollinator-communities/


There are three groups found in this region. Bumblebees (genus Bombus) are the most common, with digger bees 
(genus Anthophora) and long-horned bees (genus Eucera) being less common. All are fairly large (1 – 3 cm), are 
generally hairy, and often appear to have a rounded (rather than elongated) abdomen when viewed from above. 
Females have flat areas on their back legs (corbicula) that are used for carrying pollen.

POLLINATING BEES

Family Apidae - Bumblebees & Allies

BUMBLEBEES

(Bombus)

Bumblebees in our region are usually some combination of black, white, yellow, 
and/or orange. Most bumblebees are generalist pollinators, and can be found on a 
wide variety of plant species. 

DIGGER AND LONG-HORNED BEES

(Anthophora & Eucera)

Species in these groups are usually less noticeable (more uniform in colour, with 
no bright markings), and much less abundant than bumblebees. They typically 
have longer antennae than bumblebees, and hairy ‘brushes’ on their rear legs for 
collecting pollen. In agricultural areas, they are more likely to be found in field edges 
near forests. 

Family Megachilidae – Leafcutter and Mason bees
There are three groups of bees in this family that are relatively common and widely distributed in the central interior: 
leafcutter (genus Megachile), mason (genus Osmia), and small mason bees (genus Hoplitis). All are more common 
earlier in the growing season (May and June), but can be found later in the growing season on field edges near forests. 
Most of the species in the central interior are less hairy than bumblebees, and if you observe their heads closely you 
can often see large mandibles (cutting mouthparts) that are used in nest construction. Unlike bumblebees, these 
species carry pollen in the hair on the underside of the abdomen, in addition to on their back legs.

LEAFCUTTER BEES

(Megachile)

These are typically larger than mason bees (see below), are mostly black in colour, 
and have a relatively large, dense patch of hair under the abdomen. At rest, their 
wings usually overlap very little or not at all, and their antennae are typically shorter 
and more club-shaped than mason bees.

MASON BEES

(Osmia)

These bees are medium-sized (6 – 15 mm in length), and are usually covered in 
dense, pale hairs. Under the hair, their body colour is metallic green or blue. They 
will often carry pollen in dense patches of hair on their legs and abdomen.



Family Andrenidae – Mining bees
Andrenid bees vary substantially in size among species, but generally have a more elongated abdomen than 
bumblebees and leafcutter bees. They are usually brown or black in colour, with hair all over. Much less is known 
about the floral preferences of mining bees, but at present it seems like many species are specialists, that rely on only 
a few species of plants for nectar and/or pollen. As a result, you may be more likely to observe mining bees in areas 
with higher floral diversity. On farms in the central interior, mining bees tend to be more abundant very early in the 
growing season (May).

Family Colletidae – Plasterer & Masked bees
Only one group of colletid bees is commonly found on farms in the central interior: masked bees (genus Hylaeus). 
Unlike most other pollinating bees, these bees are not hairy, and have no external structures for carrying pollen; 
instead, they carry pollen internally. 

SMALL MASON BEES

(Hoplitis)

Species in this group are quite small (most <1 cm), and have a body that appears 
more cylindrical in comparison with leafcutter and mason bees. Their antennae 
usually appear wide where they attach to the head, and the hair on their abdomen 
often makes it appear as if they have stripes, even though their body colour is 
often uniform all over.

The critical feature used to identify mining bees can be difficult to observe: the 
face should be extensively hairy, in particular in the space below the antennae. 
Mining bees also usually have antennae that appear longer than is typical for 
most other groups of native bees (other than halictids, see below).

MASKED BEES

(Hylaeus)

These are very small bees (roughly the size of a cooked grain of rice), with black 
bodies, and yellow markings on the face. Generally, these bees appear black and 
shiny, and have heads that appear round rather than oblong. On many farms, 
they can be found in large numbers on field edges, over the entirety of the 
growing season.

Family Halictidae – Sweat bees
There are at least 20 species of sweat bees that 
can be found on farms in the central interior of 
BC. Most sweat bees are very small (similar to a 
cooked grain of rice, or smaller) and their bodies 
may appear black at first glance, but in strong light 
you can see they are metallic blue or green. All 
will typically be covered in short, pale hair, have 
fairly long antennae, and in many cases the wings 
will appear slightly smoky rather than perfectly 
transparent. Males of some species have distinctive 
yellow legs (as on the far right).



Family Syrphidae – Hoverflies
Hoverflies are the main group of non-bee pollinators on farms in the 
central interior  - more than 70 species can be found in the region! All 
hoverflies have one pair of wings, and if you look carefully at their wings 
you may see the spurious vein (arrow in photo to the right) – it looks 
like a wrinkle, which is a good diagnostic feature for this group (though 
difficult to see in many cases!). 

Many of the hoverflies in this region are mimics of bees or wasps, 
and so often have white, yellow, and/or orange markings; the photos 
below show a selection of the most common hoverfly species from our 
pollinator samples in 2021 and 2022.

Chalcosyrphus spp.

POLLINATING FLIES

Eristalis spp.

Syrphus spp. Xylota spp.

Looking for more information or help with pollinator identification? Join the very knowledgeable communities at 
https://inaturalist.ca/ or https://bugguide.net/

https://inaturalist.ca/
https://bugguide.net/
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