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The bumblebee Bombus terrestris was introduced to New Zealand in 1885 
(Gurr 1957) and since then has spread to become the most widespread of 
the four bumblebee species in New Zealand (Donovan 2007). The floral 
repertoire of B. terrestris is mostly introduced species, but the use of 47 
native plant species was reported by Donovan (2007). Here we increase 
the number of recorded native flowers used by B. terrestris in New 
Zealand by seven, to a total of 54, and discuss the potential implications of 
the usage of these flowers. 
 
During the course of research on native bee competition in the 
Remarkables mountains, Otago, between 2013-2016, B. terrestris was 
observed on multiple occasions visiting six species of native plants. These 
observations were made between spring and autumn and included both 
workers and queens. One other observation of visits by half a dozen 
queens was made on the southern shore of Lake Ohau, Canterbury (Table 
1). 
 
While the specific foraging habits of B. terrestris were not intensively 
followed, several aspects of this behaviour are interesting. The ready use 
of many native plants by queens and workers demonstrates the foraging 
flexibility of this species, which undoubtedly has and is contributing to its 
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successful colonization and continued existence throughout virtually all 
the vegetated areas of the country. 
 
In recent field work in the Remarkables mountains, most flower use 
overlap was between honey bees and B. terrestris, with both groups using 
introduced plant species more than natives (Iwasaki unpublished data 
2016). Thus the bees are competing for nectar and pollen not only from the 
flowers with which they co-evolved in Europe, but also from these native 
resources with which they had no experience until the century before last.  
The diversity of the records of native plants foraged upon by B. terrestris, 
which has been obtained primarily through casual observations by a few 
entomologists, strongly suggests that many more native flower records 
await discovery. The ability of B. terrestris to be active on flowers at many 
degrees below the lower temperature limit for honey bees of 10° C may 
make this bumblebee a more valuable pollinator of native plants than 
honey bees, particularly during inclement weather or during colder parts of 
the season. Conversely, the removal of pollen and nectar at low 
temperatures at which many native insects and especially native bees are 
not active suggests that these native insects are now facing a formidable 
competitor for food. Alternatively, for flowers such as Peraxilla sp. that 
have lost some native bird pollinators, B. terrestris may act as a valuable 
replacement pollinator. 
 
More research on the respective timing and extent of use of native plants 
by these bees is required, particularly in areas where B. terrestris is active 
through the winter. The question of whether or not bumblebees of all four 
species are more abundant following the advent of Varroa destructor, the 
parasitic mite of honey bees, in New Zealand in 2000 (Donovan 2007) also 
requires investigation. Anecdotal information from beekeepers and the 
public suggest that more people are noticing bumblebees now than in the 
past, but no systematic studies have yet to examine this issue.   
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