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• Pollinators not yet reported as crop
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pollinators could likely contribute to
agriculture.
The neglected diversity of bees as
potential crop pollinators in Brazil is
88.4%.
The proportion of vertebrate pollinators not yet recorded as pollinating
crops is 95.2%.
Many plant–pollinator interactions
are off the conservation agenda for
agricultural stability.
Efforts to protect agricultural pollinators should consider even species not
yet recorded as crop pollinators.

a r t i c l e

i n f o

Article history:
Received 8 September 2020
Accepted 24 June 2021
Available online 21 September 2021
Keywords:
Agricultural stability
Brazil
Conservation
Food security
Pollination
Plant–pollinator interactions

a b s t r a c t
We draw attention to potential pollinator species that have not yet been reported as crop pollinators
but could likely contribute to agricultural productivity. We refer to this as the neglected diversity of crop
pollinators, which we argue should not be excluded from conservation strategies and land-use planning.
We used Brazil as case study for at least five main reasons: (1) Brazil is one of the world’s largest food producers and exporters; (2) Tropical agricultural production is highly dependent on pollinators; (3) Brazil
is almost certainly the most biologically megadiverse country; (4) Brazil has high diversity of pollinators;
(5) Brazil has played a leading international role in environmental sustainability. We estimated that the
neglected diversity of bees as potential crop pollinators in Brazil is 88.4%. For vertebrates, the neglected
diversity is 95.2%. This means that many yet to be observed plant–pollinator interactions are entirely off
the radar in terms of the conservation agenda for agricultural stability.
© 2021 Associação Brasileira de Ciência Ecológica e Conservação. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an
open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
).

∗ Corresponding author.
E-mail address: ariadna.lopes@ufpe.br (A.V. Lopes).
1
These authors contributed equally to this work.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pecon.2021.06.004
2530-0644/© 2021 Associação Brasileira de Ciência Ecológica e Conservação. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

A.V. Lopes, R.G. Porto, O. Cruz-Neto et al.

Animal pollinators are widely connected to human well-being
through the maintenance of ecosystem health and functioning, wild
plant reproduction, crop yields, and food security (IPBES, 2016).
Growing attention towards natural pollinators and pollination is
reflected in their importance in the provision of ecosystem services.
This fosters the development of new strategies to maximize sustainable management and conservation of crop pollinators (Dicks
et al., 2016), which may potentially be used to support biodiversity
conservation policies (Porto et al., 2020). However, despite growing
interest in pollination and pollinators (e.g. IPBES, 2016), there is still
much ‘pollination blindness’ that poses risks to our food security
(Oliveira et al., 2020). Here, we draw attention to potential pollinator species (and services) that have not yet been reported as crop
pollinators but likely contribute to agricultural productivity. We
refer to this as the neglected diversity of crop pollinators, which
we argue should not be excluded from conservation strategies and
land-use planning.
Some 90% of all flowering plant species, whether they are cultivated or wild, are pollinated by biotic vectors, such as bees, other
insects (e.g., moths, butterflies, wasps, and beetles), bats, birds
and other vertebrates (e.g., Ollerton et al., 2011). These animal
pollinators affect the production of over 75% of all global food
crops, ensuring or enhancing, to varying degrees, the fruit set,
yield, fruit quantity and quality (Klein et al., 2007; IPBES, 2016).
Consequently, pollinators also influence human dietary quality by
supplying nutrients, especially lipids and vitamins, and contribute
with medicines, biofuels, fibers, construction materials, musical
instruments, sources of inspiration for art, music, literature, religion, and technology (IPBES, 2016). Annually, the global economic
input of pollinators to agriculture, inflation-adjusted for 2020, conservatively ranges from US$195 billion to US$387 billion (Porto
et al., 2020).
Brazil is an ideal case study to explore the neglected diversity of crop pollinators for at least five main reasons: (1) Brazil
is one of the world’s largest food producers and exporters and
this agricultural output and cropland area will continue to grow
in the 21st century (Schneider et al., 2021); (2) Tropical agricultural production is highly dependent on pollinators. In Brazil alone,
at least 60% of all crop types depend, to some degree, on animal
pollinators, and the annual contribution of pollinators is worth
US$12 billion, meaning that 30% of the total annual agricultural
revenue is derived from pollinator-dependent crops (up to US$45
billion/year for 2013) (Giannini et al., 2015a); (3) Given its continental extent and high geographic heterogeneity that reflects an
elevated agricultural diversity, Brazil is almost certainly the most
biologically megadiverse country, estimated to host approximately
42,000 plant species and 148,000 animal species (including 9000
vertebrates and at least 129,840 invertebrates) (BPBES, 2019); (4)
There is a high diversity of pollinators in the country, with several
groups having a restricted geographic distribution (i.e. endemic to
some regions and/or biotas) (e.g. Imperatriz-Fonseca et al., 2012);
and (5) In the last decades, Brazil has played a leading international
role in environmental sustainability, thereby influencing policymakers and land managers globally. We recognize that Brazil’s
continental size, its high diversity of species and ecosystems, and a
large proportion of range-restricted species (as suggested by high
levels of endemism) pose an enormous challenge to obtain a more
refined and exact overview of the relationships between crops and
pollinators. This is, however, an inevitable reality for most tropical
regions.
A recent survey of cultivated and wild plant species related
to food production in Brazil revealed at least 289 food species in
human diets (BPBES/REBIPP, 2019). Data on the pollination biology
are available for 191 species; at least 148 species (77.4%) have floral
traits compatible with some biotic pollination system, which have
been proportionally quantified as: bees (66.3%), beetles (9.2%), but-
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terflies (5.2%), moths (5.2%), birds (4.4%), wasps (4.4%), flies (2.8%),
bats (2%) and hemipterans (0.4%) (BPBES/REBIPP, 2019). A high
frequency of animal-pollinated food species, mostly by bees and
beetles, has also been recorded among edible fruit species in the
Amazon forest (Paz et al., 2021). The Brazilian Thematic Report on
Pollination, Pollinators and Food Production also compiled the level
of dependence on biotic pollination for 91 of the 191 food species
and recognizes that 74% of those (68 of the 91 spp.) depend to some
degree on biotic pollination (BPBES/REBIPP, 2019). Despite such
a clear dependence on biotic pollination, Brazil is widely known
for its world-leading consumptive use of vast amounts and a wide
spectrum of pesticides (e.g., Coelho et al., 2019), and the highest
tropical deforestation rates since the 1980s (e.g., Escobar, 2020).
These are widely recognized as the two leading drivers of global
pollinator declines (Potts et al., 2010).
The Brazilian bee fauna is estimated to contain at least 1678
species (Moure et al., 2007), but only 165 species of which have
been reported as crop pollinators (BPBES/REBIPP, 2019). Most bee
species can operate as potential pollinators, excluding, for example, the kleptoparasites. Assuming that 15% of all bee species are
kleptoparasites (see Batra, 1984 and Alves-dos-Santos, 2009 for
reviews), the neglected diversity of bees as potential crop pollinators could be estimated at 88.4% (Fig. 1). Recent reviews show
that field studies on crop pollination in Brazil remain disconcertingly scarce (Giannini et al., 2015a, b, 2020), leading to a lack of
data on plant–pollinator interactions for major crops and other
plant products with limited market access and/or used as local
food sources. Furthermore, the geographic limitation of the vast
majority of studies has clearly underestimated the huge diversity
of native bee species as crop pollinators, especially in the forest and
wooded savannah regions of northern and central Brazil (Giannini
et al., 2015b; Paz et al., 2021).
Although most global syntheses on natural pollinators have
focused on bees (e.g., Kleijn et al., 2015), other insects, such as
flies, beetles, moths, and butterflies, are also important for the
production cycle of some crops (e.g., Rader et al., 2016; Campbell
et al., 2018). The insect diversity in Brazil is perhaps unsurpassed at an approximately 100,000 species (BPBES, 2019). Many
of these species have the potential to serve as crop pollinators, especially hymenopterans (bees and non-bees), coleopterans,
dipterans, and lepidopterans. Meanwhile, only 23 species of all
Brazilian coleopterans (the world’s most species-rich order of
insects) have been referred to as crop pollinators (BPBES/REBIPP,
2019), suggesting staggering ignorance. As the number of non-bee
insect species that potentially serve as crop pollinators in Brazil is
unknown even within two orders of magnitude, we were unable
to estimate the proportion of neglected diversity of non-bee insect
pollinators for agriculture in the world’s largest and most agricultural tropical country. Nevertheless, given the exceptional diversity
of non-bee insects in Brazil ( 100,000 insect species from BPBES
minus 1678 bee species from Moure et al., 2007, totaling 98,322
species; Fig. 1), we expect that the total number of non-bee insect
species that are currently known to serve as crop pollinators is only
a small tip of the iceberg.
Records of vertebrates observed as pollinators in Brazil to date
include up to 338 species, including 84 hummingbirds, 150 nontrochilid birds (111 passeriforms and 39 non-passeriforms), 48
phyllostomid bats, 54 non-flying mammals, and two reptile species
(Buzato et al., 2012) (Fig. 1). However, only three hummingbird
species, eight non-trochilid birds (five passeriforms and three nonpasseriforms), and five phyllostomid bats have been referred to
as crop pollinators in the literature (BPBES/REBIPP, 2019) (Fig. 1).
Accordingly, we again estimated the neglected diversity of vertebrate crop pollinators as the remaining proportion of pollinators
that have not yet been recorded as actually pollinating crops. This
neglected diversity is 96.4%, 94.7%, and 89.6% for hummingbirds,
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Fig. 1. Neglected diversity of pollinators for agriculture in Brazil in terms of bees, hummingbirds, non-trochilid birds, phyllostomid bats, non-flying mammals, and reptiles.
Number of species reported in Brazil, number of species referred to as pollinators, number of species referred to as crop pollinators in Brazil, and percentage of neglected
diversity of crop pollinators, or the proportion of pollinator species that have not yet been reported as crop pollinators. Doughnuts represent the percentage of neglected
diversity of pollinators for agriculture (dark grey) and the percentage of bees and vertebrates known as crop pollinators (light grey). 1 Moure et al. (2007); 2 BPBES/REBIPP
(2019); 3 BPBES (2019); 4 Piacentini et al. (2015); 5 Buzato et al. (2012); 6 SBEQ (2020); 7 Paglia et al. (2012); 8 Costa and Bérnils (2018); *Most bee species can act as potential
pollinators (minus 15% of kleptoparasites sensu Batra, 1984; Alves-dos-Santos, 2009); **Number of insect species in the BPBES (2019) report minus the number of bee species
reported in 1 Moure et al. (2007); ***111 passeriforms + 39 non-passeriforms, sensu Buzato et al. (2012); - no data available for numbers of species of non-bee insects referred
to as pollinators in Brazil.

non-trochilid birds, and bats, respectively (Fig. 1). Notably, hummingbirds and phyllostomid bats are closely linked to pollination
and given that there are at least 101 species of hummingbirds
in Brazil (Piacentini et al., 2015) and 93 species of phyllostomid
bats (SBEQ, 2020), this further increases any estimate of neglected
diversity of pollinators for agriculture considering the total pool
of species in these taxa (Fig. 1). For non-flying mammals and reptiles, none of the species recorded as pollinators has been identified
as crop pollinators, so the neglected diversity of crop pollinators
for these taxa is effectively 100% (Fig. 1). Even exotic species cultivated in Brazil that have specialized floral traits for vertebrate
pollination could benefit from the neglected diversity of vertebrate
pollinators. To give only one example, jambo (Syzygium malaccense,
Myrtaceae) is an exotic tree species bearing widely consumed fruits
throughout Brazil and is often a common landscaping element in
urban green spaces (e.g. backyards, gardens, parks). Flowers of S.
malaccense exhibit nocturnal anthesis, produce copious amounts
of nectar and are frequently visited by effective pollinators such
as nectar-feeding bats (AVL, personal observations). In addition
to the neglected pollinator diversity, some other crops that had
no records of pollinators in the Thematic Report on Pollination,
Pollinators and Food Production in Brazil (BPBES/REBIPP, 2019)
are in fact vertebrate pollinated, such as the dragon fruit/pitaya
(Hylocereus undatus, Cactaceae), which is pollinated by bats (AVL,
personal observation). There are many other yet to be observed
plant–pollinator interactions which remain entirely off the radar
in terms of the conservation agenda for agricultural sustainability.

There are at least two elements that hinder a comprehensive
assessment on the neglected diversity of crop pollinators: the
small number of agronomic and ecological studies on this topic
(considering the Brazilian diversity) and the patterns of species
geographic distributions. We highlight several taxa with high levels of endemism at a regional scale, for example, the exceptionally
large number of Meliponini (stingless) bee species that are endemic
to Brazil (e.g., Pedro, 2014). This pattern suggests that some groups
are represented by high levels of alpha, beta, gamma, and zeta
diversity, with the potential occurrence of ecological equivalents
at regional to ecosystem scales, at least for agricultural plants. This
perspective poses obvious implications for the sustainability of
crop-pollinator interactions.
In fact, the IPBES Assessment Report on Pollinators, Pollination
and Food Production explicitly recognizes that both wild and managed pollinators have significant roles in crop pollination, and an
inclusive precautionary approach should aim to safeguard the persistence of all pollinators (IPBES, 2016). However, this report makes
no attempt to extol the importance or estimate the amount of
neglected pollinator diversity. Therefore, efforts to protect agricultural pollinators should consider even those species that have
not yet been recorded as crop pollinators. Furthermore, in the local
absence of key crop pollinators, the remaining native biodiversity
could likely exert sufficient ecological redundancy to provide this
service. Currently, few bee species are reared in Brazil, including
both honeybees and some stingless bees, but practical knowledge
on their management for crop pollination is poorly disseminated
502

A.V. Lopes, R.G. Porto, O. Cruz-Neto et al.

among farmers, hindering this approach (Giannini et al., 2020). Yet
many farmers worldwide, and in the tropics in particular, still rely
on wild insect pollinators to ensure significant levels of crop yields
(Garibaldi et al., 2013).
In synthesis, ambitious new strategies will be essential to
meet the many challenges of nature conservation in the near
future. This goes beyond crop pollinators in assuming that key
ecosystem services provided by native vegetation (e.g. tropical forest and savannahs) rely on the persistence of pollinators
that sustain the reproductive biology of native plants. We also
emphasize non-crop pollinators that remain anonymous, particularly in megadiverse countries, where even pollinators of
major commercially-important crops remain neglected. In this
context, regionally designed agendas are mandatory for a better
understanding of plant–pollinator interactions considering local to
regional arrangements and their levels of taxonomic and functional
specificity. This should include intra- and inter-regional networks,
ecological redundancy, and pollination services provided for both
crop and non-crop plant species that are considered pivotal in
the ecosystem such as tropical mega-tree species (Pinho et al.,
2020). Such agenda meets safeguarding biodiversity, which is a
requirement for achieving sustainable development, including the
post-2020 global biodiversity framework as a key opportunity to
radically shift business-as-usual food production (Wanger et al.,
2020).
Strategic actions must address the threats to native biodiversity,
and restore biodiversity or halt its net loss for the benefit of the
planet and people (IUCN, 2020). Unfortunately, most public awareness policies are simply informational and lack adequate funding
(Hipólito et al., 2021). Moreover, the perception of the importance
of pollinators is almost exclusively restricted to bees (Hipólito et al.,
2021). Although scientists are producing high-quality evidencebased studies to support governance and public initiatives, our
incipient knowledge about non-bee pollinators and the lack of longterm monitoring of pollinators and pollination severely weakens
research, planning and actions (e.g. Dicks et al., 2016; IPBES, 2016;
BPBES/REBIPP, 2019; Porto et al., 2020; Hipólito et al., 2021). More
holistic and cross-sectoral conservation policies and actions, combined with a forward-looking research agenda, must also shine the
spotlight on species that are yet to be identified as crop pollinators,
and the same applies to a myriad of tropical species whose biotic
interactions provide other key ecosystem services.
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sustentável, conservação e serviços ambientais. EDUSP, Sa˜o Paulo, 488 p.
IPBES (Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services), 2016. In: Potts, S.G., Imperatriz-Fonseca, V.L., Ngo, H.T. (Eds.), The
Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services on Pollinators, Pollination and Food
Production.
IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature), Accessed at
https://www.iucn.org/sites/dev/files/iucn position paper - zero draft post-2020
global biodiversity framework - oewg2 09022020.pdf, 2020.
Kleijn, D., et al., 2015. Delivery of crop pollination services is an insufficient
argument for wild pollinator conservation. Nat. Commun. 6, 7414,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/ncomms8414.
Klein, A.M., Vaissière, B.E., Cane, J.H., Steffan-Dewenter, I., Cunningham, S.A.,
Kremen, C., Tscharntke, T., 2007. Importance of pollinators in changing
landscapes for world crops. Proc. R. Soc. Biol. Sci. 274, 303–313.
Moure, J.S., Urban, D., Melo, G.A.R., 2007. Catalogue of the bees (Hymenoptera,
Apoidea) in the Neotropical region. Apidologie 39, 387.
Oliveira, W., Silva, J.L.S., Porto, R.G., Cruz-Neto, O., Tabarelli, M., Viana, B.F., Peres,
C.A., Lopes, A.V., 2020. Plant and pollination blindness: risky business for
human food security. BioScience 70, 109–110,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biz139.
Ollerton, J., Winfree, R., Tarrant, S., 2011. How many flowering plants are
pollinated by animals? Oikos 120, 321–326.
Paglia, A.P., et al., 2012. Lista Anotada dos Mamíferos do Brasil/Annotated Checklist
of Brazilian Mammals. In: Occasional Papers in Conservation Biology, No. 6, 2a
edição/2nd edition. Conservation International, Arlington, VA, 76 pp.
Paz, F.S., Pinto, C.E., Brito, R.M., Imperatriz-Fonseca, V.L., Giannini, T.C., 2021. Edible
fruit plant species in the Amazon forest rely mostly on bees and beetles as
pollinators. J. Econ. Entomol. 114, 710–722,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/jee/toaa284.
Pedro, S.R.M., 2014. The stingless bee fauna in Brazil (Hymenoptera: Apidae).
Sociobiology 61, 348–354,
http://dx.doi.org/10.13102/sociobiology.v61i4.348-354.
Piacentini, V.Q., et al., 2015. Annotated checklist of the birds of Brazil by the
Brazilian Ornithological Records Committee/Lista comentada das aves do
Brasil pelo Comitê Brasileiro de Registros Ornitológicos. Rev. Bras. Ornitol. 23,
91–298.
Pinho, B.X., Peres, C.A., Leal, I.R., Tabarelli, M., 2020. Critical role and collapse of
tropical mega-trees: a key global resource. Adv. Ecol. Res. 62, 253–294,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/bs.aecr.2020.01.009.
Porto, R.G., Almeida, R.F., Cruz-Neto, O., Tabarelli, M., Viana, B.F., Peres, C.A., Lopes,
A.V., 2020. Pollination ecosystem services: a comprehensive review of
economic values, research funding and policy actions. Food Secur. 12,
1425–1442, http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12571-020-01043-w.

503

A.V. Lopes, R.G. Porto, O. Cruz-Neto et al.
Potts, S.G., Biesmeijer, J.C., Kremen, C., Neumann, P., Schweiger, O., Kunin, W.E.,
2010. Global pollinator declines: trends, impacts and drivers. Trends Ecol. Evol.
25, 345–353.
Rader, R., et al., 2016. Non-bee insects are important contributors to global crop
pollination. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 113, 146–151,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1517092112.
SBEQ (Sociedade Brasileira para o Estudo de Quirópteros), Available at
https://www.sbeq.net/lista-de-especies, 2020.

Perspectives in Ecology and Conservation 19 (2021) 500–504
Schneider, M., Marques, A.A.B., Peres, C.A., 2021. Brazil’s next deforestation
frontiers. Trop. Conserv. Sci. 14, 1–9,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/19400829211020472.
Wanger, T.C., et al., 2020. Integrating agroecological production in a robust
post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework. Nat. Ecol. Evol. 4, 1150–1152,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41559-020-1262-y.

504

