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Cross pollination of ‘Sundrop’ apricot (Prunus armeniaca L.)

by honeybees
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Abstract Pollinator foraging activity on ‘Sundrop’
apricots (Prunus armeniaca L.) in Hawkes Bay,
New Zealand was investigated to see if restricted
pollen transfer reduced fruit production. Honeybees
(Apis mellifera L.) were the only significant floral
visitors. Most bees collected pollen and therefore
contacted the stigma. Pollen foragers worked flowers
faster than nectar foragers (5.3 versus 2.7 flowers/
min). Forager densities varied widely between days
but under good weather conditions reached 9 bees/
tree for up to 6 h a day. Neither nectar volume nor
its composition appeared likely to reduce foraging
activity. ‘Sundrop’ flowers held up to 20 pul of
nectar atan initial concentration of ~5% sugar. Data
gathered were used to estimate forager numbers
needed for cross pollination of ‘Sundrop’. The
calculations indicated that adequate cross pollination
is feasible under Hawkes Bay conditions with hive
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densitiesofc. 5.0 hives/ha, within the range normally
recommended for stonefruit crops.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Sundrop’ apricot (Prunus armeniaca L.) has been
planted widely in New Zealand in recent years.
However, it is a cultivar which requires cross
pollination (Wood 1983) and is prone to unreliable
fruit set.

Honeybees (Apis mellifera L.) are major agents
of pollination for deciduous fruit crops, including
apricots (Free 1970; Langridge & Goodman 1981)
and hence pollination of ‘Sundrop’ apricot is
probably dependent on honeybee foraging. Reduced
fruit set could therefore occur if foraging activity
was limited or ineffectual for one of several reasons.
Adverse weather conditions may restrict foraging
activity since ‘Sundrop’ blooms very early in spring
(typically mid August) in Hawkes Bay (Lat. 39.5°S)
and honeybee activity is highly weather-dependent
(Szabd 1980). ‘Sundrop’ flowers may have limited
attraction for honeybees. Honeybees can favour
flowers of one cultivar or species over those of
others (Brown 1951; Free 1966b). They will, for
instance, desert apricots for other species with higher
nectar sugar levels (Vansell 1952) as apricot nectar
concentrations lie near or below the minimum
acceptable to honeybees (Kevan & Baker 1983;
Meheriuk et al. 1987). Cross pollination by
honeybees might also be reduced if they move
infrequently between trees during foraging (Free
1960a) or fail to contact stigmas and transfer
polleniser pollen on visits to ‘Sundrop’ flowers.

Foraging activity on ‘Sundrop’ was therefore
observed to find whether honeybee activity
contributed to pollination in Hawkes Bay and if the
numbers of hives commonly recommended for
pollination of deciduous fruit crops were sufficient






