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䡲 Mites, weather, mysterious disappearances
threaten honeybees used to pollinate crops
on Long Island and across the United States
BY JENNIFER SMITH
jennifer.smith@newsday.com

For decades, the owners of
Wickham’s Fruit Farm in Cutchogue tended beehives scattered
among their orchards and
squash patches. Their bees produced honey for the farm stand
and pollinated much of what
was grown there.
But in recent years, fewer
bees survived the winter, silencing once-buzzing hives even as
the apple trees came into
bloom. Eventually, the Wickhams gave in and rented hives
from a professional beekeeper
to ensure they would have
enough bees to stay in business.
From the apple and pear
trees to blueberries, squash and

pumpkins, about half of farm’s
200 cultivated acres need honeybees to pollinate their flowers and produce a new crop.
“Twenty years ago we didn’t
worry too much about it, but
you just can’t take chances,” coowner Tom Wickham said.
“There aren’t enough wild bees
out there to do the job.”
That point was rammed home
this winter, when beekeepers
across the United States reported dramatic honeybee losses
that herald a new threat to an
insect already under siege.
Imported from Europe centuries ago, honeybees are a linchpin of the nation’s food supply.
They pollinate more than 90
commercial crops in the United States — everything from

NATURE’S POLLINATORS
Bees and plants have enjoyed an evolutionary relationship
since the dawn of time. Bees need pollen and nectar from
flowers to power flight and feed their larvae. Plants rely
on pollination from bees to reproduce. How it’s done:

1

NEWSDAY PHOTO / ALAN RAIA

Tom Wickham says his fruit farm in Cutchogue has to rent
hives to ensure it has enough bees to pollinate its crops.
Wickham’s apples to kiwis,
alfalfa and cranberries.
Native bees here don’t provide the kind of large-scale pollination demanded by modern
farming. But managed colonies
of honeybees, which efficiently
pollinate a variety of crops,
help ensure bigger, more bountiful fruits and vegetables.
They add about $200 million in
value to crops grown in New
York state, according to Nicholas Calderone, an associate professor of entomology at Cor-

nell University in Ithaca and director of the Dyce Laboratory
for Honeybee Studies.
Yet their status here is far
from stable. Starting in the mid
1980s, parasitic mites began killing off significant number of honeybees and decimated much of
North America’s
so-called
“feral” honeybees — bees that
left their beekeepers’ man-made
hives to form colonies in the
wild. One mite, the Varroa destructor, still poses arguably the
most significant threat to honey-

Honeybee starts the
process by visiting a flower
and gathering some of its
nectar, typically located
deep in the flower.
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As the bee gathers
nectar, sticky pollen from
the male portion of the
flower attaches to parts of
the bee’s body.
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The
buzz
about

bees

Experts are concerned that
drastic reductions in bee
populations could devastate
the food supply and economy.
Here’s why bees matter.

SOURCES: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE;
UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURAL
AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCES; BRITISH BEEKEEPERS
ASSOCIATION; MSN ENCARTA

Garden tips
Bees aren’t the only
things you can do to
improve your yard.
LI LIFE

bees worldwide because it continues to develop resistance to
the various pesticides used to
treat afflicted bee colonies.
But something was different
with some of this year’s deaths.
In about one-quarter of the
cases, strong colonies suddenly
appeared to dwindle, leaving
few or no bees behind.
Cause, solution unknown
No one yet knows what
caused the troubling phenomenon — or how to prevent it
from happening again.
“It’s like Alzheimer’s,”
said Raymond Lackey, a beekeeper from Bohemia who
has tended honeybees in his
backyard for 25 years. “It’s as
if they went out for a flight
and never came back, and
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When the bee visits
the next flower in search of
more nectar, it brushes
against the female part of
the flower, known as the
stigma. Pollen grains rub
off onto the stigma and
fertilization begins.
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no one knows why.”
Scientists working to unravel
the mystery report that many
of those bees are disease-ridden and have fungal infections,
although few show evidence of
parasitic mites. Early research
is focused on the search for a
new pathogen and examining
the role of stressors such as
mites or poor nutrition. Researchers are also looking at
whether repeated exposure to
pesticides is suppressing honeybees’ immune systems.
While the underlying causes
of what some scientists call “Colony Collapse Disorder” remain
mysterious, its impact is clear.
“This is a very serious problem in the bee industry,” Calderone said. “What this pattern
of recurring catastrophe and
die-off indicates is that the
whole pollination system is
very fragile.”
About one-third of Long Island’s
traditional outdoor
crops such as apples depend on
honeybees, said Joseph Gergela, executive director of the
Long Island Farm Bureau. Others, such as greenhouse-grown
tomatoes, rely on European
bumblebees or other methods
of pollination.
Without honeybees, almond
orchards in California, the
world’s largest producer of almonds, would be barren. Carrots, broccoli and potatoes
need pollinators, including honeybees, to fertilize the flowers
that provide seeds for planting.
Several native wild bees,
such as bumblebees, also appear to be in decline, according
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A queen honeybee, center, is surrounded by smaller worker bees in one of the hives kept by Raymond Lackey of Bohemia.

BEES AND THE ECONOMY

Want to be kind to the bees?
Watch a video on bee-keeping and a slideshow on beefriendly flowers.

Bees, through pollination, perform a valuable role in support of the food chain and more.
ECONOMIC NECESSITY

SUPPORTING ANIMALS

Bird species that include
fruit or seeds as a major
part of their diet.

Estimated
value of all
pollination
to domestic
agriculture
each year

Berries and other fruit
form a significant part of
Minn.
the late-summer diet
of animals,
S.D.
Mont.
such as
Wyo.
grizzly bears,
Idaho
before winter
Colo.
Ore.
Utah
hibernation.
Calif.

TOTAL
$14.56M
Wis.

Okla.
Texas

Mich.
Ohio
Ind.

Miss.

Pa.

Conn.

DYING OFF

N.C.
S.C.
Ga.

States
reporting
dropoff in bee
Fla.
colonies
as of Feb.
2007
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$8-12 25%
billion

$4,654.2
1,352.3
959.2
857.7
834.1
824.5
661.7
435.4
420.7
409.9
350.9
1,633.4
1,099.2
70.4

60%
90%
100%
80%
10-90%
50%
90%
90%
90%
90%
90%
10-90%
10-90%
20-90%

100%
• Alfalfa, hay & seed
100%
• Apples
100%
• Almonds
20%
• Cotton (lint & seed)
20-80%
• Citrus
10%
• Soybeans
100%
• Onions
100%
• Broccoli
100%
• Carrots
100%
• Sunflower
80%
• Cantaloupe/honeydew
10-90%
• Other fruits & nuts
• Other vegetables/melons 70-100%
10-100%
• Other field crops
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Bringing in the bees

Goldenrod plants are highly attractive to bees
and other insects.

Bumblebees and other native pollinators can enrich gardens and cause once-barren trees to put forth fruit,
says Cornell Cooperative Extension entomologist Dan Gilrein. Among reliable bee-attractors:

Leaving dandelions and clover unmowed
provides food for native bees.

Mint, thyme, rosemary and lavender; and asters
and other daisy-like flowers also help.

Shortage of bees raises concern
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BEES from A4
to a 2006 report on North
American pollinators from the
National Academy of Sciences.
Possible reasons include disease spread by European bumblebees, habitat loss and competition with honeybees and
other interlopers for food.
“When the bees go, you better look out, because there goes
our food chain,” said Peter Bizzoso of Manorville’s South
Paws Farm, the largest of the
Long Island’s handful of
commercial beekeepers.
Like a number of local beekeepers, Bizzoso lost about half
of his honeybee stock this winter — in his case about 100 colonies. Aware of the ongoing
threat from mites and the new
peril of colony collapse, he and
others attribute much of this
winter’s local hit to a freakishly
warm January that tricked
queen bees into laying their
eggs early before plunging into
cold once more.
“It’s really heartbreaking,”
said Lackey, who also lost about
half of his colonies in February,
when temperatures dropped.
“We’re very concerned,” said
Peter Gregg, a spokesman for
the New York Apple Association, a trade group of the state’s
apple growers. “The question
is, will there be enough
honeybees to go around?”
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Bees on the go
On Long Island, where cherry and apple orchards are coming into bloom, there appear to
be enough bees so far. But
some local beekeepers have
had to hustle to get honeybees
in place, driving hives up to
one orchard, then pulling them
and moving them to a different
farm elsewhere. “It’s a disaster
this year,” Bizzoso said.
Beekeeping wasn’t always
such a mobile proposition.
Back in the 1960s, most of those
who tended bees did so primarily for the honey. But now honeybees are used primarily for
crop pollination, said Gloria DeGrandi-Hoffman, research lead-

er at the United States Department of Agriculture’s Carl Hayden Honey Bee Research Center in Tucson, Ariz. Beekeepers
became critical to agriculture
starting in the ‘60s as the numbers of feral honeybees dwindled and as farmers began cultivating some popular crops —
almonds in particular — that
needed honeybee pollination.
As demand for honeybees
rose during the last decade, migrant beekeepers began moving
their colonies sometimes hundreds of miles across the country to service crops that flower
from March through September.
“This is a new way of bee-

keeping and maintaining bees,”
DeGrandi-Hoffman said.
Honeybees are subject to
more stresses than in the past.
Queens can die during transport, and honey production
may dwindle because large
quantities of bees-for-hire are
competing for a limited
amount of available nectar.
And beekeepers typically replace lost colonies with packages of queens and worker bees
shipped from suppliers in California and the southeast — a
system that Calderone said “is
easily invaded by pathogens or
parasites.”
Some honeybee strains

Peter Bizzoso of Manorville’s South Paws Farm, the largest of
Long Island’s commercial beekeepers, puts a beehive, left, in a
cherry orchard at Wickham’s Fruit Farm. Wickham’s used to
rely on its own bees to pollinate crops, but in recent years,
because fewer bees have survived the winter, it has rented
hives. Above, beekeeper Raymond Lackey of Bohemia takes a
frame holding the honeycomb out of one of his hives.
have been bred to be mite-resistant, but it’s a complex and
expensive process that has yet
to move from the laboratory
to the beekeeping industry at
large. “It’s always easier to
treat a colony with a $10 pesticide than buy a $30 [mite-resistant] queen,” Calderone
said.
Beekeepers have regrouped
and bounced back from big
losses before. But scientists
wonder if the current complex of afflictions will prevent
them from recovering the
next time.
A scramble for honeybees
could lead to less alfalfa for live-

stock and smaller, more irregularly-shaped fruits and vegetables. Entire orchards of almonds — which rely 100 percent on honeybee pollination
— might bear no harvest at all.
Retail prices would rise for affected crops. And beekeepers
whose colonies have been decimated could leave the business
entirely, further narrowing
options for farmers.
“It wouldn’t just be our
stand out of business,” said
Prudence Heston, Wickham’s
niece and the sales manager
for Wickham’s Fruit Farm. “It
would be devastating to the
entire northeast.”

