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The Buzz Kill

For over 200 million
years, the world garden has
been abuzz with the work of
bees, busy ensuring the sur-
vival of crops and all life on
earth. Today, honey bees
account for 90% of the pol-
lination required to raise the
commercial crops we all
depend on. In fact, honey
bees are responsible for
one-third of the American
diet. It is time to stop taking
the little buzzers for
granted, as they are in trou-
ble of disappearing alto-
gether.

A small village in China
that relies on its crop of
Asian Pears has become a
canary in the coal mine for
what life might be like if
bees were to vanish be-
cause, in this location, they
have. Pear farmers now rely
on hand pollination by hu-
mans to keep their liveli-
hood going. It is a slow and

laborious process that can-
not compete with the work
produced by the busy bee.

Honey bees are actually
not native to the U.S., but
were introduced by Euro-
pean settlers in
1622. According
to Professor
Gregory Wig-
gins of The Uni-
versity of Ten-
nessee Entomol-
ogy Department,
“Before Euro-
pean Honey bees
or EHBs, most
pollination was
done by native
bees. However,
there was little
large scale agri-
culture before
colonization. Plus, the
EHBs were domesticated
like our modern crop plants,
so EHBs have had a longer
association with many crop

plants.  If EHBs were to
disappear, it would be hard
for native bees to fill the
gap.”

The buzz kill of honey
bees is coming from many
different directions and has
been given names such as
Colony Collapse Disorder
or CCD and Africanization.
The phenomenon of CCD

has been occurring since
1945, but has seen an
alarming increase since
2006. Bees are disappearing
from hives and leaving no

bodies at the crime scene,
making it hard to press
charges against any one fac-
tor. However, scientists
have been able to narrow
down some suspects. They
include parasites, bacteria,
fungi, and pesticides. The
Environmental Protection
Agency as well as individ-
ual researchers have begun

to find solutions.
Parasites seem

to be the easiest
to address as re-
searchers have
been able to iso-
late some cul-
prits that attack
certain colonies
and have had
some success in
treatment. Even
the White House
has gotten in-
volved by im-
porting a strain
of Russian bees

to the presidential hive that
is resistant to the varroa
mite.

The other threat to our
gentle breed of EHB is that

they are slowly being taken
over by a strain of bee that
is Africanized. Better
known as The Killer Bee,
they were originally from
Africa and hybridized in
South America.  They have
encroached upon our south-
western states and have
even been spotted in
Florida. Beyond the obvi-
ous problem of these bees
being highly aggressive and
swarming in huge numbers
to attack and kill people and
animals, they are taking
over the gentle European
colonies. Although they are
still good pollinators, they
are dangerous, have smaller
hives, produce less honey,
and the harvest is unreli-
able.

At this point, there are a
few things that we as citi-
zens of the earth can do to
help the honey bees. One is
to stop using pesticides and
look to bee and earth

friendly modes of pest con-
trol.  The information and
options available for this
are immense and cannot be
addressed within the con-
fines of an article, but rather
a book and there are many
out there. A simple way to
help support research is
through the purchases you
make, like buying ice
cream.  Haagen-Dazs is do-
nating money to fund re-
search when you purchase
one of their “bee built” fla-
vors. For more information,
go to
www.helpthehoneybees.com.

Melissa Kay Bishop is a
journalist and wildlife hob-
byist living in Oak Ridge,
Tennessee.  After years of
volunteering and working
with creatures great and
small, she now chronicles
the ones who visit her own
yard.  She can be reached at
backporchranger@gmail.com.
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