
What our findings mean for 
British gardeners
Supporting pollinators
The findings from the pollinator data support 
what many gardeners are already doing. 
This is because an average garden in Britain 
is planted predominantly with British native 
and Northern Hemisphere plants (usually very 
reliable in a UK climate), with a selection 
of plants from the Southern Hemisphere 
(often offering a wider choice of flower shape, 
colour and extension of season). But gardens 
can still be enhanced for pollinators through 
plant choice:

 ♦ Consider the seasons, especially early 
and late when there is less in flower for 
pollinating insects to forage, and try to have 
plants flowering every month. 

 ♦ Don’t skimp on the flowers – pack them in 
wherever they will thrive, usually best in sun 
or part shade.

 ♦ Plant a mixture of plants – gardens that are 
themed on plants from just one region may 
not be the optimum strategy for supporting 
our pollinating insects. 

 ♦ Observe the plants in your garden and 
other gardens, and grow more of whatever 
is popular with pollinators in your 
neighbourhood.

 ♦ Allotment holders can make a huge 
contribution to pollinator conservation by 
allowing a small proportion of herbs and 
vegetables to flower, or by planting flowers 
for cutting on their plots.

Other invertebrates 
For gardeners wanting to encourage an 
abundance of plant-dwelling invertebrates such 
as caterpillars, beetles, true bugs, springtails 
and spiders as part of a healthy garden 
ecosystem, here are some recommendations:

 ♦ Think closer to home – plant plenty of 
British native plants to support maximum 
numbers of herbivores, predators, 
detritivores and omnivores.

 ♦ Decide priorities – a greater proportion of 
Southern Hemisphere plants may support 
marginally fewer herbivores but will help 
extend the season for certain pollinators. 

 ♦ Let it fill out – whatever you decide to plant, 
allow plants to fill the space to maximise 
foliage density and cover.

 ♦ Plant generously – to obtain the same 
number of invertebrates as from a plot 
of British native plants, you would need 
about a fifth more Northern Hemisphere 
(excluding Britain) vegetation, and about 
a quarter more Southern Hemisphere 
vegetation.

 ♦ Be relaxed – tolerate some nibbled leaves, 
don’t spray at the first sign of damage and 
allow some plant debris to accumulate if 
you want to support your garden’s food 
chain.

Remember, the good news is that any planting 
is better than none, and garden plants 
originating from all regions in our experiment 
supported a good number of invertebrates.

Just what do plants support? 
Plants play a hugely important role in land-based 
ecosystems, especially in the garden. The four primary 
invertebrate groups in this system are herbivores, 
predators, detritivores and omnivores. Here we look 
at their function in our gardens, where to expect 
them among garden plants and examples from 
each group recorded on the Plants for Bugs plots.

3 Damp areas and 
rotting plant 
material: woodlice

6 Tubular flowers: pollinators 
with longer tongues, for 
example bumblebees 8 Aphid-infested 

shoots: ladybirds

1 Leaves with holes: 
caterpillars and 
some beetles

2 Leaves with flecks and 
spots: aphids, thrips 
and some true bugs

7 Evergreen shrubs: 
web-spinning 
spiders

9 All plant parts, 
including seedheads: 
harvestmen

10 Plant stems and 
garden structures 
such as sheds: earwigs

5 Open flowers: accessible to 
a wide range of pollinators 
such as hoverflies

4  Algae and fungal growths 
on living plants in still and 
shady spots: springtails

Herbivores (1 2)

These eat living plants. 
They can have chewing 
mouthparts (such as 
caterpillars and some 
beetles) or sucking 
mouthparts (such as 
thrips, aphids and 
some other true bugs). 
The group contains 
generalists which are able 
to feed on a wide range 
of plants and some very 
specialist feeders which 
only feed on a few plant 
species. They sometimes 
damage garden plants.

Pollinators (5 6)

Adult pollinators feed on nectar and 
pollen collected from flowers and in the 
process pollinate plants, leading to seed 
and fruit set in many plants. The larvae 
of some pollinators such as bumblebees 
and solitary bees also rely on pollen and 
nectar as food. This group includes bees 
(honeybee, bumblebees, solitary bees), 
butterflies, moths, and some hoverflies 
and other flies.

Detritivores (3 4) 

Detritivores feed on decomposing organic 
matter, of animal or plant origin. They are 
vital in recycling dead material in the garden. 
Many also feed on fungal and algal growths. 
This group includes springtails, woodlice and 
some beetles that feed exclusively on 
dead material.

Omnivores (9 10) 

Omnivores feed both on plants and invertebrates. This broad 
feeding strategy makes them very adaptable if one food source 
becomes scarce. This group includes the harvestman (a relative 
of the spider) and the common earwig, which feeds on other 
invertebrates such as aphids, as well as the leaves of some plants.

Predators (7 8) 

Predatory invertebrates eat other 
invertebrates. This group includes 
the predatory beetles (e.g. ladybirds), 
some true bugs, spiders and parasitoid 
wasps (parasitoids kill their host, while 
parasites usually do not). They are vital 
in any healthy ecosystem and help 
keep some problematic invertebrates 
in check, including many herbivores.

Plants for Bugs: recommendations
for British gardeners
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 Plant plenty of British native plants. 
 Planting a greater proportion of Southern Hemisphere 
plants will help extend the season for certain pollinators. 
 Plant a mixture of plants – gardens with plants 
from just one region may not be the best strategy for 
supporting pollinators. 
 Allotment holders can make a huge contribution 
by allowing a small proportion of herbs and vegetables 
to flower. 
 Tolerate some nibbled leaves and allow some plant 
debris to accumulate if you want to support your garden’s 
food chain.

What did we do?
It’s often assumed that 
insects and other invertebrates 
that live in gardens are best 
supported by native plants. 
But is this true, especially in 
Britain where the number of 
plants classed as ‘native’ are 
relatively few?

To make a comparison 
between native and non-
native garden plants and the 
invertebrates they support, 
two sites were chosen for 
a field experiment at RHS 
Garden Wisley. Each site was 
divided into eighteen 3 × 3m 
plots. Every plot contained 14 
species of plants from one of 
three geographical regions 
(Britain, Northern Hemisphere 
excluding Britain and Southern 
Hemisphere). Invertebrates 
were recorded from all plots 
by several methods: from 
the ground using pitfall and 
gastropod (slug and snail) traps, 
from foliage using a Vortis 
suction sampler and from 
flowers (pollinators) by visual 
observation. Findings from the 
study, supported by the Wildlife 
Gardening Forum, have shed 
new light on the plantings 
British invertebrates prefer.

“Regardless of 
plant origin, the 
more densely a 

planting scheme 
is planted or 

allowed to 
grow, the more 
invertebrates it 

will support.”
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