
Editorial
And another season ends in the Northern hemisphere—and what a season it was. Hundreds if not thou-
sands of new beekeepers are taking up the challenge of providing increased pollination for our crops—and 
that’s really what it’s all about— but on the other side of the coin, it was also a year when  almost a fifth of 
Britain's honey bee colonies died last winter.

An average of 19 per cent perished across the country - and a third were lost in the North. Eastern England 
had the best levels with just 13 per cent dying. (In the USA it was 35%). Bees are worth around £200million 
to the economy a year as they pollinate crops - but they have been hit by disease and changes in farming. 
Can these losses be sustained? BBKA President Tom Lovett thinks not and said: "The losses cannot con-
tinue if we are to secure food supplies." And this is the point isn’t it.

So what is to be done about all of this? Initiatives such as that taken by British Waterways; Take a look at 
www.waterscape.com/features-and-articles/news/2525/british-waterways-pilots-community-beekeeping for 
an example of how this situation can be turned around. Their assistance can be applied to many other ar-
eas—railway lines, motorway borders and so on and of course more beekeepers—especially urban and 
rooftop beekeepers. 

Research and money for research are also a must in the fight to reverse the appalling situation. Take a look 
at some of the research in this issue for example. Genomic research is perhaps pointing a finger at the 
cause of CCD. Research at Leeds indicates that queen mating patterns and numbers may show us the an-
swer to some of the questions relating to colony failure and an international team of researchers has found 
that increased pathogen levels are an indicative feature. 

It’s an interesting time for beekeepers. We are learning more about bees every week than we learned about 
them over many years in the 1990s. The pace of research has increased enormously and ultimately this will 
benefit all of us whether beekeeper or not and this brings me to the third way of helping the situation and that 
is education. Tell your mates about your beekeeping. Explain it to them—the newspapers are giving you a 
lead and beekeeping is no longer seen as the preserve of dotty old folk. And so with new initiatives, new re-
search and education and encouragement, we can avert a disaster. 

What else have we got in this issue? Always of course we try and keep you up to date with the latest re-
search. Ever heard of Nanobees? Well they could be an answer to cancer!  We take a look at the honey pro-
duction stats for 2008 in the USA and see that despite their losses, not everything is doom and gloom and as 
an aside, we ask whether bees can tell us how to become young again. (For those of us who aren’t). In our 
history section we take a look at a great Roman beekeeper, and we also bring you a poem from a wonderful 
bee poet and of course a delicious and unusual honey recipe. 

All the best

David Cramp. 
Editor.   info@bassdrumbooks.com
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Collapsed Honey Bee Colonies Show Higher 
Pathogen Levels

Honeybees in colonies affected by colony collapse disorder (CCD) have higher levels of pathogens and are co-
infected with a greater number of pathogens than their non-CCD counterparts. Although no individual pathogen 
can be singled out as the cause of CCD, the results do help scientists narrow the direction of future CCD re-
search by showing that some possible causes are less likely, according to 
a study by an international team of researchers.

The researchers, collected samples of adult bees, wax comb, pollen and 
brood – developing larvae – from 91 colonies in 13 apiaries in Florida and 
California and quantified more than 200 variables, including the presence 
of parasites such as varroa and tracheal mites; infection by bacteria, vi-
ruses and fungi; pesticide levels; nutritional factors; and bee physiology. No single factor was found consis-
tently only in those colonies suffering from CCD.  The study’s findings, which were published in the online jour-
nal PLoS ONE, illustrate the complexity of solving the CCD problem, The results suggest that this condition 
may be contagious or the result of exposure to a common risk factor that impairs the bees’ immune systems, 
making them more susceptible to pathogens. 

The scientists noted that higher pathogen loads are likely to have caused CCD symptoms, but what causes the 
bees to become infected with so many pathogens is still not known. Although patho-
gens seem likely to play a critical role in CCD, that role may be secondary, much like 
AIDS patients die from secondary diseases.

No one of the screened pathogens had a higher prevalence in colonies that had 
CCD. There also was no significant difference in the prevalence nor in the total load 
of varroa or tracheal mites and Nosema, a protozoan that causes disease in bees. 
But overall, CCD colonies were co-infected with a greater number of pathogens—
viruses, bacteria and microparasites such as Nosema. For instance, 55 percent of 
CCD colonies were infected with three or more viruses compared to 28 percent of 

non-CCD colonies.

In fact, the pyrethroid insecticide 
‘Esfenvalerate’—used for a wide variety of 
pests such as moths, flies, beetles and other 
insects on vegetable, fruit and nut crops—
was more prevalent in the wax in non-CCD 
colonies, being found in 32 percent of non-
CCD colonies compared to 5 percent of the 
CCD colonies.  Coumaphos, which is used to 
treat varroa mites in honeybees, also was 
found in higher levels in non-CCD colonies.

Entomologists say that the study suggests 
that future research should focus on monitor-
ing parasite, pathogen and pesticide loads, 
as well as potential interactions among pesti-
cide and pathogen loads.                                                                            

Journal reference:
Van Engelsdorp et al. Colony Collapse Disorder: A Descriptive Study. PLoS ONE, 2009; 4 (8): e6481 DOI: 
10.1371/journal.pone.0006481

Although pathogens seem likely 
to play a critical role in CCD, that 
role may be secondary, much like 
AIDS patients die from secondary 
diseases.

The researchers also 
found detectable levels of 
residues from 50 different 
pesticides in all of the 
sampled colonies, but 
there was no association 
between increased pesti-
cide levels and CCD.




