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Idaho earned the nickname “The Gem State” because of the diverse array of gemstones that can be found here.  However, 
for those that take the time to look, there is another type of gem, this one with wings and delicate beauty that epitomizes all 
the wonder nature has to offer: butterflies.   Idaho is home to 170 species of butterflies (and only 72 gems of the rock variety); 
from the mighty Two-Tailed Swallowtail with a wingspan of almost 5 inches, to the Western Pygmy Blue which is about dime 
sized (and may be the smallest butterfly in the world).  Butterflies are found in just about every Idaho habitat imaginable, such 
as the Sagebrush Checkerspot that lives, fittingly, in sagebrush habitats, to the Chryxus Arctic, which lives above treeline on 
mountain tops.  It is doubtful that an ardent observer would fail to find a butterfly, sooner or later, in any habitat in Idaho.    

Butterflies have amazing characteristics.  The myriad of colors that butterflies display so prominently comes from two sources: 
pigments and structural color.  The pigments are chemicals and compounds that absorb certain colors. However, some of 
the more interesting colors of butterflies come for structural color. Structural colors come from microscopic scales on the 
butterflies’ wings that bend and reflect light, causing the phenomena we know as iridescence.  In fact, the term Lepidoptera, 
the order of invertebrates butterflies belong to, means “scaly wings” in Latin.  But not all butterflies are iridescent; many 
have cryptic color patterning that protects them from predators.  Others, like the showy and well-known Monarch, retain 
chemicals in their tissues that they get from the plants they feed on, making them toxic to predators.  Some, like the Vicroy, 
mimic Monarchs, so while they look very similar to their distant cousin they are not actually toxic.  And while the migration of 
Monarchs is famous, that of the Painted Lady is even more impressive.  In Europe, Painted Ladies make an annual migration 
of up to 9,000 miles, spanning from the tropics of Africa to the Arctic Circle.  It takes an estimated 6 generations of Painted 
Ladies to complete the annual migration, meaning no single butterfly sees both the northern or southern end of the loop, yet 
they faithfully return every year.  

Idaho’s Flying Gems 
by Joel Sauder* 
Clearwater Region Wildlife Diversity Biologist, Idaho Dept. of Fish & Game 

‘Oregon’ Old World Swallow © Bart Jones
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Many butterflies have very specific host plants that the larval caterpillars 
live on.  For example, a group of butterflies called “buckwheat blues” only 
lay their eggs on a variety of species of buckwheat plants.  The larva of the 
Great Spangled Fritillary feed only on wild violets.  A keen observer can 
often find a butterfly species by looking for specific host plants first and 
the butterfly second.  As adults, butterflies often frequent a wider variety of 
plants, searching for flowers to nectar on.  In fact, butterflies are important 
pollinators of many plant species.  Insects (including butterflies, bees, and 
others) pollinated commercial crops in the U.S. worth an estimated 20 billion 
dollars in 2000, plus countless acres of wildflowers and native habitats.  Yet 
another way butterflies are valuable flying gems!  

Just as birds have individuals that enjoy birding, butterflies have enthusiasts 
that enjoy butterflying.  Getting started is as simple as getting a butterfly 
guide (Butterflies of North America by Brock and Kaufman is a great one) 
and heading out in the backyard, local field, or park (preferably one with 
diverse vegetation not manicured green lawns).  On warm days, with little 
to no wind, butterflies will most likely be around somewhere.  Close focus 
binoculars or a butterfly net can be helpful as well.   The North American 
Butterfly Association (http://www.naba.org/) was created in 1992 with the 
purpose of increasing public enjoyment and conservation of butterflies.  
Each year NABA sponsors butterfly counts around the 4th of July to collect 
information on the distribution and abundance of butterflies.  There are 
about 10 of these counts scattered around Idaho, check www.naba.org/
counts/us_mx_map.html to find and participate in a count near you.



Gillett’s Checkerpot © Bart Jones 

 

Keeping an Eye on the Native Plants of Idaho 

Photographing a rare plant © Michael Mancuso
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by Lynn Kinter, PhD* 
State Botanist, Idaho Dept. of Fish & Game 

Documenting a rare plant location © Lynn Kinter

 
Phoebus Parnassian © Bart Jones 

Conservation Corner 
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Most Idaho citizens know that Fish and Game is responsible for our state’s wildlife, but few citizens know the agency is also responsible for Idaho’s 
native plants—some 3,000 species.  From the dwarf purple monkeyflower, which is less than 2 inches tall, to the grand fir, which can tower above 
150 feet, Fish and Game keeps an eye on them all.

In 2003, House Bill 67 transferred authority for plants from Idaho Parks and Recreation to Fish and Game.  The wildlife agency now maintains 
a database of about 400 rare species.  This database began in 1984 as part of the Idaho Natural Heritage Program and includes thousands of 
locations reported by state and federal employees, academicians, and knowledgeable citizens.  Fish and Game also conducts field research on 
15-20 rare plants each year.  Botanists traverse the mountains and plains to search for new populations or assess known populations.  They also 
map noxious weeds, aid wildlife management efforts, and collect seeds of common native species for restoration.

Members of the public sometimes ask why rare plant conservation is important.  Rare plants are valuable for agriculture, medicine, and more.   
About half of the rare plants in the US are close relatives of agricultural and horticultural species; they contain genes that can help fight disease, 
promote drought tolerance, or otherwise aid crop species.  Locally adapted plants are needed for xeric landscaping and for use by local birds and 
insects, and many of Idaho’s rare plants have the potential to be cultivated in a greenhouse or garden and then marketed as ornamentals.

Plants produce a huge array of compounds with medicinal properties.  Some are important in fighting cancer or other diseases, but <2% of all 
plants worldwide have been tested.  Plants are also used for oils, plastics, clothing fibers, biofuels, and more, but most rare plants have not been 
studied for these uses.

Plants form the basis of food chains for all animals, and provide many other critical functions, such as shelter and nesting or birthing areas.  Rare 
plants have unique ecological roles for the creatures that rely on them.  Perhaps most noticeable to Idahoans—rare plants are a lovely part of our 
natural heritage.  More than 50 species or varieties of plants are found in Idaho and nowhere else on Earth, though not all of these endemic plants 
are considered rare.  Their foliage and flowers, along with those of other native plants, are part of what makes Idaho our home.

Though Idaho statues direct Fish and Game to protect rare and native plants, they provide no state general funds, nor hunting or fishing license 
fees, for this work.  Most research is funded by the US Fish & Wildlife Service and Bureau of Land Management for their specific projects.  A few 
projects are funded by other federal agencies, private companies, and the Nongame Wildlife Conservation Fund—donations from Idaho citizens.  
Volunteers from the Idaho Native Plant Society and Idaho Master Naturalist Program provide valuable assistance.  Anyone can support rare plant 
conservation and management by donating to Fish and Game’s Wildlife Diversity Program, by checking the “Nongame Wildlife Conservation Fund” 
box on their tax returns, or by buying a bluebird, elk, or trout license plate.
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Deer Flat National Wildlife 
Refuge 
13751 Upper Embankment Rd, Nampa, 
ID; (208) 467-9278  
http://www.fws.gov/Deerflat 
Directions: http://www.fws.gov/Deerflat/map.html 
 
Wild About Life Lecture Series; 2nd Tuesday of 
every month at 7pm; free 
 
April 8 -The Impact of Noise on Northern Saw-
whets Owl’s Hunting Ability 
Much of the globe has experienced a dramatic 
rise in human-caused noise and this raises many 
questions about the impact of noise on wildlife. 
Many owl species are auditory specialists, 
meaning they localize their prey through hearing. 
Tate Mason, a Raptor Biology graduate student at 
Boise State University, will discuss his experiment 
on the effect of noise on the hunting ability of the 
Northern Saw-whet owl. 

May 13 -The Status of Sage Grouse 
The Greater Sage Grouse is currently listed as a 
candidate for the Endangered Species List. What 
are the threats that have led to this current status? 
Find out about the biology, habitat, and what the 
future holds for sage grouse from Jason Pyron, 
a Wildlife Biologist for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service.

 
Unplug and Be Outside Week Activities: 
 

April 21- Look at the Birdie: An Introduction to 
Birds and Birding; 4-5pm

April 23- Be the Bird; 4-5pm 
 
April 25- Bye, Bye Birdie: An Introduction to 
Migration; 4-5pm 

June 14 -BioBiltz 2014 
The public is invited to the BioBlitz festival from 
10:00 am to 3:00 pm. To learn about Idaho’s 
wildlife and plants and the importance of 
biodiversity through demonstrations, guided 
walks, booths, live animals, and kids’ activities. 

June 14 -Kids Fishing Day 
Participate in fishing-related activities and crafts, 
and then practice your new fishing skills! Fishing 
poles will be available to borrow, or bring your 
own. At Gotts Point at Lake Lowell. 

Boise Watershed 

11818 West Joplin Rd., Boise; (208) 489-
1284 www.cityofboise.org/Bee/WaterShed/
Home/index.aspx

The Boise WaterShed is open every 3rd Saturday 
of each month from 10 am - 2 pm as part of the 
Watershed Weekend series. Join us for an outdoor 
walking tour of the Wastewater Treatment Plant at 1 
pm. FREE admission! No pre-registration required 
unless indicated. 

April 19 - Earth Day Celebration 
Get outside and celebrate the earth with eco-friendly 
games, crafts, and activities from 10:00 a.m. to 1:00 
p.m. At 10:30 a.m. and 12:00 p.m., take a 1-mile 
birding walk with Golden Eagle Audubon Society 
to view the blue heron rookery at the West Boise 
Wastewater treatment Plant. In and around the center, 
visitors can plant a tree, make paper, interact with a 
rivermodel, paint a forest mural, and make their own 
green cleaner! A wastewater treatment plant tour is 
scheduled from 11:30 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. Closed-toe 
shoes are required for the tour. 

May 31 - Wacky Weather 
Train to become a volunteer Water Master Steward 
by attending this fascinating workshop hosted by 
University of Idaho Extension. Participants will have 
classroom instruction and hands-on field work. 
The workshop runs from 8:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m. The 
workshop will include a 4-hour classroom session 
and a 4-hour hands-on field session. Learn how to 
conduct habitat, biological, chemical and physical 
stream assessments. IDAH2O protocol can be used 
in K-12 classrooms and Professional Development 
Credits are available to educators. You must register 
to attend as seats are limited. Registration deadline 
is Monday, May 26th. A $20 registration fee is due 
at the time of the workshop. Bring a sack lunch.  
Register online at: www.uidaho.edu/cda/idah2o/
workshops. Please contact Extension Educator, Jim 
Ekins, at 208-292-1287 

 
Dubois Grouse Days 

April 12, 2014 
http://www.grousedays.org

Witness the unusual mating ritual of sage-grouse 
as males gather on traditional mating territories 
(leks) and strut their stuff while females wander 
around looking for their perfect mate! This annual 
event in eastern Idaho celebrates the shrub-steppe 
ecosystem and the unique animals which call it home. 
For more info, call 208-313-2730.

International Migratory Bird Day 

An annual celebration of birds world-wide. This 
year’s theme is “Why Birds Matter.” Celebrations will 
be held on Saturday, May 10 (Treasure Valley and 
Lewiston) and Saturday, May 17 (McCall).

May 10: 
Treasure Valley: MK Nature Center, 600 S. Walnut 
St., Boise, 9am-4pm: Celebration with live birds, bird 
banding, and children’s games and crafts. Call (208) 
334-2225 for more info.

Lewiston area: 8am-12pm at the Moscow Farmers 
Market. IMBD booth with live hawks and owls. 
Contact Joel at ID Dept of Fish & Game office (208) 
799-5010 for more info.

Celebration at the Lewiston IDFG office (3316 16th 
St., Lewiston) with mist netting, beginning bird 
identification, birding and habitat walk through 
the nature area, children’s games and crafts, and 
post-event birding tour to Mann Lake. Contact Justin 
Barrett at IDFG for more info (208) 799-5010.

Coeur d’Alene area: 9am-1pm at Blackwell Island 
on Hwy 95. Bird bingo, bird feeder projects, prizes, 
guided bird walks, live birds of prey, and more! For 
more info, contact: Carrie Hugo at (208) 769-5048.

May 17:  
McCall area: All activities take place at Ponderosa 
State Park from 8:30am-1pm. Activities planned 
include an early morning bird walk at 8:30am. Games 
and other activities for kids. Contact Terri Bryant at 
Ponderosa State Park at:   
terri.bryant@idpr.idaho.gov for event details.

 

Unplug and Be Outside Week 

Treasure Valley: April 19-26 
Idaho Falls: May 3-10 
http://unplugandbeoutside.com

A week of free events to inspire and empower 
families to get off the couch and get active OUTSIDE!
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 Spring  Wildlife  Events News From the Field 

http://www.grousedays.org
http://www.grousedays.org


 

Photographing a rare plant © Michael Mancuso
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  News From the Field 

If any of you have ever visited the Swan Falls old powerhouse museum in the summer time, you may have noticed a less 
than pleasant smell. That smell is bat guano cooking in the summer heat. What used to house all of the power generating 
equipment in the old powerhouse is now home to a large maternity colony of little brown bats (Myotis lucifigus) from about 
April to November each year when the females all gather to give birth to and raise their young. While bats may be an 
unwelcomed guest and feared by some, to others they are a pretty important part of the food web (consuming up to 1,000 
small insects in an hour), and a species that needs to be protected against threats of disease like White-nose syndrome 
(WNS), increasing threats from wind turbines and increased loss of habitat, to name a few. 

On July 2, 2013 I met with Rita Dixon (biologist with Idaho Fish and Game) to look at the maternity colony at Swan Falls Dam. 
Information on little brown bat (LBB) colonies like this one is hard to gather because locations of colonies are largely unknown 
unless reported. I first contacted Rita when the presence of the bats was brought to my attention last year. Thinking this was a 
small problem I wanted to get some information from Rita on how best to exclude the bats from the facility. At the time we did 
not know it was a maternity colony and we did not know exactly how many bats were present. We were also unaware of the 
fact that the bats were occupying the entire lower half of the museum and that with so many openings to get through, it would 
be nearly impossible to exclude them. Rita was thrilled to find out that Idaho Power was playing host to a very large maternity 
colony of LBBs. She jumped at the chance to have a look at the colony, and gather some basic information on the number of 
individuals present, characteristics of the location of the roost, and to take some physical measurements of one of its females 
for IDFG’s records. Gathering information on known colonies like this one will help IDFG and other agencies to learn more 
about the species, track populations, and will allow them to monitor for potential issues like WNS. 

Little brown bats are a statewide summer resident of Idaho. This species is believed to hibernate during the winter but 
hibernation sites are largely unknown and additional information is needed to substantiate wintering strategies and behaviors. 
Females give birth to a single pup each breeding season. The pregnant females form maternity colonies (like the one at Swan 
Falls) where they will spend the entire summer with their pup. For the first month the young are unable to fly. The females will 
go out each night and hunt for food and return to nurse their pup. By the end of August the young are able to fly and hunt 
for food with their mothers. During this time of pup rearing it is illegal to perform any kind of removal of LBBs from a human 
dwelling. Currently they are not a federally protected species under the Endangered Species Act (ESA), however they are an 
Idaho state protected nongame species. With the spread of WNS in the eastern half of the United States, large populations of 
LBBs are dying off and there is concern that the species may be federally listed in the future, but more information is needed. 

White-nose syndrome is a poorly understood disease associated with the deaths of at least 5.7 million-6.7 million North 
American bats. The condition, named for a distinctive fungal growth around the muzzles and on the wings of bats was first 
discovered in a cave in Schoharie County, New York but has since rapidly spread throughout the northeast and as far west 
as Missouri. The fungus acts as an irritant; causing these bats to rouse too frequently from torpor during the winter and starve 
to death through excessive activity. To date, we do not have WNS in Idaho or the western states and steps are in place to try 
and prevent that from happening.

As a precautionary method, Rita and I put on protective suits, booties, gloves and a cap as part of the protocol (outlined here: 
National WNS Decontamination Protocol) for protecting bats from the spread of WNS. As we entered the lower half of the 
museum we were amazed to find hundreds of female LBBs and their pups (in various stages of development) clinging to the 
walls and ceiling. It truly was an impressive sight. Rita captured one of the lactating females and took some measurements 
before returning her to the colony. We then discussed how best to limit the amount of disturbance to the colony. To date we 
are not going to attempt to remove this colony. The reasons for this are that the bats are not located in an area that is open to 
the public; it would also be a difficult process and could potentially be detrimental to this population to displace them. It has 
been observed that the bats leave this area around the end of October or beginning of November and return in late spring/
early summer. I have worked with some of Idaho Power’s recreational staff to put together a cleaning contract that allows for 
the removal of the guano piles and washing of all surfaces with water during a period when the bats are not present, and we 
are hoping that this will alleviate some of the smell during the summer months when the museum is open to the public. Idaho 
Power’s recreational staff is also looking into getting some more air circulation in the building, which will help with the smell. 

In the future we will try to put up some educational materials in the museum about the bat colony and we hope that folks from 
all over will come out not only to see this little piece of history but also to learn about its inhabitants.

Bats in Our Belfry-  
Swan Falls Dam Provides a Perfect Maternity Ward

 
From top to bottom: Swan Falls Dam, little brown 
bat colony, closeup of little brown bat, and little 
brown bat being inspected for WNS © Sandra 
Vistine-Amdor

by Sandra Vistine-Amdor* 
Wildlife Biologist, The Idaho Power Company

http://www.whitenosesyndrome.org/resource/revised-decontamination-protocol-june-25-2012


Packard’s Milkvetch © Justin R. Fulkerson 
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Mason bee probing a milkvetch © Justin R. Fulkerson 

Discovered in 1980 by Dr. Patricia Packard, 
Packard’s milkvetch (Astragalus cusickii var. 
packardiae) is an endemic plant restricted to 10 
square miles in Payette County, Idaho. This plant 
is one of the rarest in the state. Five populations 
of Packard’s milkvetch have been discovered 
occurring mostly on lands managed by the 
Bureau of Land Management. The plant appears 
to be restricted to highly fragmented bare white 
clay soil outcrops in the foothills. The outcrops 
are surrounded by shrub steppe that has been 
converted to non-native annual grasslands, which 
are subject to disturbance by fire and to a lesser 
extent by off-highway vehicles (OHVs).  

Conservation of rare plants is dependent on 
identifying mechanisms that limit their population 
or persistence. Reproduction is a crucial step in 
population persistence, and plants in fragmented 
habitats often suffer from inadequate pollinator 
services, consequently leading to fewer seeds 
produced.

Prior to 2012, not much was known about 
Packard’s milkvetch pollinators, but in the summer of 2012, botanists at the Idaho Natural Heritage Program in the Idaho Department of Fish and 
Game, studied the reproductive ecology of Packard’s milkvetch. With help from several Idaho Master Naturalists, a series of studies were conducted to 
determine if pollinators are required for seed production, to investigate floral visitation rates, and to identify pollinators.  

To gauge if pollinators are required for seed set, seed production was compared between plants open to pollinators and excluded from pollinators. 
Pollinator exclusion bags were placed on flowers of some plants to prevent pollination, while flowers of plants open to pollinators were left unbagged. 
Seeds from the bagged and unbagged flowers were counted once they had matured. Plants that were excluded from pollinators produced significantly 
fewer seeds than those open to pollinators (0.11 vs. 2.73 seeds/fruit). This study demonstrated that Packard‘s milkvetch is highly dependent on 
pollinators for reproductive success. 

Floral visitation rates were assessed by videotaping flowers visited by insects and quantifying visits 
per flower per hour in the lab. Packard’s milkvetch received an average of 3.8 visits/flower/hour, which 
is similar to visitation rates for other milkvetch species. The majority (70%) of visitors were mason 
bees (Osmia spp.). The remaining visitors included leaf-cutter bees (Hoplitis spp.), long-horned bees 
(Eucera spp.), small carpenter bees (Ceratina spp.), and others.

Lastly, pollinators were collected in the field and then identified in the lab to determine the pollinators 
of Packard’s milkvetch. Using nets and aspirators, insects that landed on a Packard’s milkvetch flower 
were captured and later identified. The main pollinators of Packard’s milkvetch are mason bees (Osmia 
spp.), which are native. These are solitary bees that nest in stems or wood above ground making them 
very susceptible to ground disturbance caused by wildfire, OHV activity, and livestock. Since Packard‘s 
milkvetch is highly dependent on native pollinators for reproductive success, future management plans 
for Packard‘s milkvetch should incorporate the conservation of native bee habitat. 
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Plants and Pollinators: 
A Partnership Between Packard’s milkvetch and its native pollinators
by Justin R. Fulkerson and Kristen Pekas* 
Idaho Natural Heritage Program, ID Dept. of Fish & Game



Idaho has many wonderful areas to see wildflowers. Here are a few favorites from around the state. These sites are at their peak in spring and early 
summer. Look for a late summer list in the next issue of Windows to Wildlife.

*Many thanks to Derek Antonelli, Sue Birnbaum, Alexia Cochrane, Wendy Hoffman, Juanita Lichthardt, Dave Lingle, Jennifer Miller, Chris Murphy, Marilyn Olsen, Kristen 
Pekas, Kyra Povirk, Beth Waterbury, and Ross Winton for their assistance.
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by Lynn Kinter, PhD* 
State Botanist, Idaho Dept. of Fish & Game 

Wildflower Viewing Around Idaho 

• 8 •

 Wildflower  Watch 



SUBMIT YOUR OBSERVATIONS TO: 

bumblebeewatch.org 

Art and Design
by

Steve Buchanan

Rare in western 
U.S.; visits clover, 
rabbitbrush, 
beebalm.

Uncommon; feeds 
on buckwheat, 
bush poppy, 
snapdragons.

Common; 
seen on clover, 
fireweed, ragwort.

Uncommon;
  feeds on mountain 
    garland, lamb’s ears,
  blue-eyed Mary.Uncommon; feeds

    on lupine, thistle,
       phacelia

Rare, in decline; 
visits sweetclover, 
rabbitbrush, 
thistle.

Common; 
visits thistle, 
onion, 
snowberry

Common; seen on 
blackberry, snowberry, 
fireweed.

Rare; feeds 
on fireweed, 
paintbrush, 
geranium.

       Common; feeds on
    clover, goldenrod,
 mule-ears.Very common; 

feeds on thistle, 
rabbitbrush, phacelia

     Uncommon, possibly
     in decline; visits vetch,
        penstemon, 
          beebalm

Uncommon; 
feeds on thistle, 
rabbitbrush, sunflower.

Uncommon; feeds
   on goldenrod,

  sunflower, 
rabbitbrush.

Common; 
feeds on 

sweetclover, 
black-eyed 

Susan, 
thistle.

  Very common;
  visits sweetclover, 
      thistle, rabbitbrush.

       Uncommon; 
  feeds on thistle, 
cinquefoil, 
ragwort.

Possibly extinct; feeds 
on lupine, buckwheat,
clover.

Common; visits sunflower, 
clover, thistle.

Common; feeds on 
sunflower, clover, alfalfa.

   Rare; visits 
snowberry, clover, 
  geranium.

      Common; found
    on sweetclover, 

   sunflower, 
currant.

Common; seen on 
geranium, clover, yellow 

toadflax.

Common; seen 
on balsamroot, 
sunflower, 
currant.

Uncommon; visits
  ragwort, sweetclover,
    lupine.

Common; 
feeds on 

fireweed, 
lupine, 

vetch.

          Common; 
  seen on thistle,
 penstemon,
   spiraea Common; visits 

clover, sweetpea, 
fireweed.

Common; 
feeds on 

sweetclover, 
clover, 

thistle.
Rare, in 

decline; 
blueberry, 

goldenrod, 
honeysuckle.

Brown-belted
   bumble bee
       B. griseocollis

   Tri-colored
 bumble bee
B. ternarius

Red-belted
 bumble bee
B. rufocinctus

        Black tail
    bumble bee
B. melanopygus

Western
 bumble bee
   B. occidentalis

      Frigid
bumble bee
B. frigidus

 Hunt
  bumble bee
 B. huntii

        White-shouldered
       bumble bee
   B. appositus

Yellow-banded
 bumble bee
   B. terricola

 Fernald cuckoo
    bumble bee
       B. fernaldae

 Yellow head
bumble bee
  B. flavifrons

      van Dyke
  bumble bee
B. vandykei

       Forest
bumble bee
   B. sylvicola

     California
    bumble bee

  B. californicus     Vosnesensky
    bumble bee
  B. vosnesenskii

      Sonoran
   bumble bee
  B. pensylvanicus
             sonorus

    Two form
  bumble bee
  B. bifarius

         Suckley
       cuckoo
     bumble
         bee

  B. suckleyi

Crotch
 bumble bee
   B. crotchii

Morrison
bumble bee
B. morrisoni

Franklin
bumble bee
B. franklini

   Half-black
bumble bee
         B. vagans

                    Sitka
            bumble bee
       B. sitkensis

Fuzzy-horned
bumble bee

B. mixtus

     Yellow
bumble bee
   B. fervidus

Indiscriminate
     bumble bee
          B. insularis

        High
      country
    bumble bee
         B. balteatus

  Nevada
bumble bee
   B. nevadensis

Central
  bumble bee
    B. centralis

      Obscure
 bumble bee
  B. caliginosus

Bumble bees (Bombus spp.) are vitally important pollinators of wild 
and managed flowering plants. In the contiguous United States 30 species 
of bumble bee are found west of the Rocky Mountains. Compared to 
the 20,000 described species of bees, bumble bees possess relatively long 
tongues. However, within the bumble bee genus, tongue length varies 
across species. The length of a bumble bee’s tongue is indicative of the 
types of flowers they forage on for nectar and pollen. Bumble bees with 
relatively short tongues may be found foraging on flowers with short 
corollas, while bumble bees with long tongues may be found on flowers 
with long corollas. Yet others, like the western bumble bee, are known to 
rob nectar from flowers by biting holes at the base of the corolla, thereby 
bypassing the flower’s reproductive system. 

While bumble bees vary dramatically in body size and color, several co-
located species have convergent color banding patterns. These serial mimics 
can make it difficult to identify a bumble bee to species. Thus, learning 

to diagnose facial characteristics like  cheek length, as well as ‘hair’ color 
patterns on the head, thorax, and abdomen are necessary.

To assist you in the identification of western bumble bees, please refer to 
our published field guide Bumble Bees of the Western United States, available 
at http://pollinator.org/books/htm and http://www.fs.fed.us/ 
wildflowers/pollinators/animals/bees.shtml. This guide provides valuable 
information on the geographic distribution and likelihood of detecting 
bumble bees throughout the year. Utilizing the taxonomic key, body 
diagrams, and photographs of bumble bees in the wild will help users 
determine the bumble bee species in their community. Unfortunately, 
some bumble bees are in decline, and one species is thought to be extinct. 
Thus, possessing the ability to identify bumble bees to species in your 
community will help conservation biologists track the status of bumble bee 
communities across the United States. Visit www.pollinator.org for more 
information and to see how you can help.

Bumble Bee Watch 
Wild bumble bees are  

on the decline. 

They are important  

crop pollinators.

 
Help researchers locate 

rare or endangered 

populations of  

bumble bees 
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Print reproduced from: http://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/features/posters/Bee photo:By Maciej Czyzewski (Own work) [GFDL (http://www.gnu.org/copcopyleft/fdl.html)  



Packard’s Milkvetch © Justin R. Fulkerson 
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Mason bee probing a milkvetch © Justin R. Fulkerson 

 

The Watchable Wildlife Committee and the Wildlife Diversity 
Program grant permission to reprint uncopyrighted text, NOT 
artwork, provided Windows to Wildlife is credited.

The Idaho Watchable Wildlife Committee is comprised of the 
following agencies and organizations:

Golden Eagle Audubon  
Idaho Department of Commerce & Labor 
Idaho Department of Fish and Game 
Idaho Department of Parks & Recreation 
Idaho Power 
Idaho Recreation and Tourism Initiative 
U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
U.S. Bureau of Reclamation 
U.S. Forest Service 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

Windows to Wildlife
Wildlife Diversity Program 
PO Box 25 
Boise, ID 83707-0025

Windows to Wildlife is a quarterly publication of the Idaho 
Watchable Wildlife Committee and IDFG Wildlife Diversity 
Program.

Deniz Aygen — Editor

deniz.aygen@idfg.idaho.gov 
208•287•2750
To submit an article, obtain a subscription, or notify us of 
address change, contact the Editor at the above address.

* The contents of the articles in this publication are the views 
and opinions of the individual authors and do not necessarily 
represent or reflect the policies or opinions of the Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game or the State of Idaho.
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Thank you to those who made direct donations, purchased or 
renewed a wildlife license plate, or let us know of a tax check-off 

donation between January 1 - March 31, 2014. 
 

Idaho’s wildlife thanks you ALL!

Thank You    

for Your Support!


