
The Pollinator Deficit
Towards supply chain resilience 
in the face of pollinator decline
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Why be concerned about pollinators?
A pollinator deficit is emerging



Reliance on pollinators is growing

More than 300% 

increase in volume of 

agricultural production 

dependent on 

pollinators since 1961 

(IPBES 2016a)



Pollinators & healthy diets
Animal pollinated crops are a key source of vitamins and minerals



The status of pollinators

• Managed pollinators increasing globally, but show local 
declines in N. America and parts of Europe

• Status of wild pollinators less well known 

 declines in diversity and occurrence of some bees, 
hoverflies and butterflies in Europe and North America

 >40% bee species are threatened in some National lists

 9% of European bee and butterfly species are 
threatened

 16.5% of vertebrate pollinator species are threatened

Grey-headed Flying Fox 

(Pteropus poliocephalus)

Ruby-throated hummingbird 

(Archilochus colubris)

Bombus cullumanus

(Critically Endangered) 

Source: P. Rasmont



Pollinators

Land use 
change

Intensive 
agriculture

Harmful 
pesticide 

use

GM crops
Climate 
change

Invasive 
species

Pathogens 
& pests

• Multiple threats are 
acting to drive wild 
pollinator decline

• Such threats are taking 
place globally

• These interact in 
complex ways with 
unknown consequences 
for pollinator health

Drivers of pollinator decline
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If trends like this are happening all 

over the world, how vulnerable are 

agricultural supply chains?



The pollinator deficit and business risk

• Survey of eight companies with 
agricultural supply chains 
explored perceptions of risk, 
action and drivers of action 
relating to pollinator decline in 
supply chains 

• Interviews with seven 
companies to explore issues in 
more depth

All companies surveyed 
viewed pollinator decline as a 
risk, now or in the future 



Interviews 

Cosmetics company          Trader         Consumer goods company 



Company drivers to address pollination



• To ensure resilient 

supply chains

• To maintain or 

increase yields of raw 

materials 

• To benefit society at 

large 

• To limit the need for 

expensive inputs and 

manual labour 

• To limit the need for 

expensive inputs and 

manual labour

• To maintain or 

increase yields of raw 

materials 

• To ensure resilient 

supply chains

• To enhance corporate 

reputation 

• To maintain 

biodiversity in broader 

ecosystems

• To benefit society at 

large

• To maintain or 

increase yields of raw 

materials 

• To ensure resilient 

supply chains 

• To limit the need for 

expensive inputs and 

manual labour 

• To enhance corporate 

reputation

• To benefit society at 

large

Drivers vary from company to company



Business risks & pollinator decline

• Companies linked 
pollinator decline to 
risk, in particular 
operational and 
reputational / 
marketing risk 

• Financial, legal and 
regulatory risks 
associated with 
pollinator decline were 
perceived as relatively 
low

High

Low



Risk perceptions vary

Risk
Operational 

Legal & regulatory 

Financial

Reputational & marketing

The range and importance of risks identified varied from company to 
company, however, a common risk cited was operational risk



Knowledge of reliance is incomplete

Sample of answers

Which raw materials are most at risk 

to pollinator decline?



Business action to manage pollinator related 
risk



Ranging from strategies & action plans…

A “Seven Point Plan” developed by Waitrose to address pollinator declines.  

Support the European Union's review of neonicotinoids use

Avoid the use of three neonicotinoids in supply chains

Support academic research on neonicotinoids and pesticides

Ensure farm-level activities for and monitoring of pollinators

Strengthen control frameworks for crops and adopt certification

Engage consumers in data collection on pollinators

Invest in organic farming practices for a wide range of crops



…to action on the ground

• Mars: Pollination is not explicitly targeted as an issue.  
Uses UTZ and Rainforest Alliance certification – both 
schemes contain commitments relevant to pollinators. 

• Jordans: Jordans Farm Partnership scheme engages 
suppliers directly on pollinator decline.  Consider linking 
pollinator services and consumers important. 

• The Body Shop: investigating shortage of supply of Brazil 
nuts in Peru and examining their almond supply chain in 
Spain.   Effective communication of the problems 
pollinators are facing is an important element of their 
approach. 

Although a number of actions are underway, further work is 
required to full understand how supply chains will be 
impacted by pollinator decline and manage supply chain 
risks.
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Certification – key means of action

• Nine certification standards reviewed 
briefly, all had requirements around 
pesticides and integrated pest 
management (IPM)

• A number had requirements that would 
benefit pollinators e.g. to create 
ecological corridors or wildlife friendly 
field margins

• Only two have explicit criteria on 
pollination – one on bee keeping and 
one on creation of pollinator friendly 
habitats

There may be scope to improve the 
management of pollinators within 
standards



Company responses

I don’t know where to find which commodities 
depend on pollinators, and where the 

pollinators are in decline or at risk

“
This isn’t an immediate priority for me as I’m 
not seeing any impacts in my supply chain

I need to know what the return on investment is 
for managing pollinator decline

There isn’t enough scientific evidence 
of the dependence on pollinators and 
how yield is impacted

There is a contract between companies who have close 
relationships with the raw material suppliers and those that 

either buy in bulk or are far removed by being downstream, so 
how do I take action? 

At present there is not enough known about the link 
between pollinator decline and supply chain risk to 
assume a strong business case

“

“
“

“

“
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Step 1: Is 
there an 

issue?

Step 2:  Does 
it matter for 

my company?

Step 3: Is it 
already 

covered?

Step 4: What 
else can we 

do?

Step 5: 
Implement 

and monitor

Companies 
know the 
relative 

vulnerability of 
pollinator 

dependent 
crops in their 
supply chains.

Priority crops 
identified  for 
the company 

based on value 
& reliance.

Business case 
established for 
further action.

Current activity 
to directly &  

indirectly 
manage 

pollination risk 
identified.

Additional 
opportunities to 

ensure supply 
chain resilience 

identified.

Companies 
implement & 

monitor 
activities to 

manage 
pollination risk 

& ensure 
security of 

supply.

A
im
s

Towards sustainable pollinator management

Steps to take in identifying and managing pollinator risk



Assessing supply chain 
vulnerability to pollinator decline

• A methodology was developed that provides a 
generic, global assessment of the likely vulnerability 
of specific food crops to pollinator decline. 

• Its aim is to support companies to identify priority 
crops for further consideration, by highlighting 
products for which pollinator decline could pose a 
material risk to their business

• Such risks include future supply issues or price 
increases linked to decline in pollinators

Details to be published in a peer reviewed journal.
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A business case for action is emerging
Operational
• 75% of food crops depend on pollinators.

• Of the top 15 crops by export value, all had some vulnerability to wild pollinator decline.  

• For 10 of these, 40% of their yield would be lost, in the absence of pollinators.

Reputational & marketing
• Public interest in bees and pollinators is high with multiple public initiatives to promote bee health and 

create forage for bees creating opportunities to strengthen stakeholder relations.

• High profile campaigns against companies developing or using neonicotinoids pose a reputational risk.

Legal and regulatory
• EU imposed a temporary ban on the use of the three key neonicotinoids on some crops in 2013, a full ban 

of use of neonicotinoids in fields is being explored

• 13 countries have signed up to the Coalition of the Willing on pollinators which aims to promote the 
implementation of national pollinator strategies

• Calls are being made for better regulation of pollinator use and movement

Financial
• The finance sector is increasingly engaged on the issue of natural capital, exploring how the sectors in 

which they invest are dependent on ecosystem services such as pollinators

• Schroders identified 25 leading companies that had exposure to risk from pollinator decline. 

https://promotepollinators.org/


Next steps

A number of priorities were identified for companies to act 
to improve supply chain resilience, central to this was a 
better business case.  Additional needs identified were, 

• Better understanding of crop vulnerability to pollinator 
decline and its economic implications;

• Readily accessible national scale information on crop 
vulnerability to pollinator decline; and

• Better integration of pollination into certification 
standards. 

A private sector coalition on pollination could drive action 
in all these areas
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Contact details

Annelisa Grigg – annelisa.grigg@unep-wcmc.org

Dr Gemma Cranston – gemma.cranston@cisl.cam.ac.uk   

Laura Fox – laura.fox@fauna-flora.org

Dr Lynn Dicks – Lynn.Dicks@uea.ac.uk 


