


As summer continues, it's not
surprising that the average
Australian gardener spends a
lot of time mulling over their
backyard's environmental
needs. But as gardeners resign
themsehwes to replacing the
last of their exotic plants with
drought-resistant varieties, they
might also spare a moment to
appreciate the vibrant buzzing
that's still a feature of maost
Australian backyards, thanks to
the continued presence of the
humble honey bee.

While bees may have
previoushy been one of the most
underappreciated intects on the
planet, they've spent the past few
VEAIS MIVING inta a starring role on
the worlds agricultural stage, As one
of our mast impaortant pollinators,
bees are responsible for far more
than honey production, playing a
vital nole in the pollination of mara
than go fruit and wegetable crops

As with most modern
emvironmental lessons, we've
learmed this one the hard way.

It's taken a dramatically titled
mstenious disease, Colony Collapse
Disorder (CCD), to trigger a wake-

up call around the warld about the
importance of bees inour food chain,

CCDvis curmenthy thought to have
wiped put around 30 percent of
NarthAmerican and European bees
It first hit the headlines in 2006,
witven LIS beekeepers opened their
hives to discover large numbers of
their bees had simply vanished and,
in particular, bodies af warker bees
were nowhere to be seen. When
the problem happenad again the
[ollowing vear, in more American
states aswell as Eurape, eye-
catching headlines popped up across
the globe and the world started
tuning in to the plight of the formerky
ubEguitous haney Do,

“anishing bees threaten L5
crops,” announced the BBC . "Honey
bees vanish, leaving keepers in peril,”
cried The New Yok Times. “Missing
bees could lead to higher focd
PrECES,” OUr W NewWspaper, TheWest
Australian, predicted glurmby.

Unfortunately, the headlines may
beright, Bees play a vital role im our
food chain, pollinating an incredibly
wide array of fruit and vegetables.
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BEES PLAY A VITAL ROLE IN OUR FOOD CHAIN,
POLLINATING AN INCREDIBLY WIDE ARRAY OF
FRUIT AND VEGETABLES — AFPLES, CUCUIEERS,
AVOCADOS, CARROTS, ONIONS AND TURNIPS
ALL RELY ON BEES FOR THEIR PRODUCTION.

Apples, cucumibers, avocados,
almonds, Cherres, Camats, Gnions,
cebery, pumpkins and turnips all rely
on bees far their production. While
some of us could potentially live quite
happihywithout turnips, our plates
would undoubtedly feel bare withowt
most of the others.

Alison Benjamin, Guardian
journalist and co-awthor of AWorld
Without Bees (AcC Black). agrees that
if the bees problems continue, food
prices will certainty be affected

"It wwousld be a world without
mst of the fruit and vegetables we
eat,” she says. Bees even pollinate
chocolate [oocoa), coffee and cotton.
Alot of the commodities we take
far granted would e in swch short
supply that they would be incradibby
expensne at bast .’

It's the dollars irvolved that hawve
gained the bees most of their press
coverage. No dollar figuine has been
generated for Australia, as CODvs
nit currenthy an Leus on our shones
{see breakout overleaf). However,
the Us Department of Agriculture
estimates bees add $15 billion a year
to local Crop values, while LK reparts
suggest that bee pollination is worth
ardursd £200 million to thear industny
Suddenly. the future wellbeing of
these buzzing creatwnes has become
evernyones business

BEES BUZZ A BEAT-UP?
Cne of the problems with CCD is that
the syndrome currently generates
Py ITIONE GUesEIons than answers,
Where do the bees actually go?
15t going to get worse before it
gets bettery And the billion-dollar
question: What's cawsing it?

bdonash Unnersity sCienst,
Dr Adrian Dyer, SUMS up curment

thinking: “We krionww that inthe
United States and partsof EUnope,
bee colomies ane essentially just
collapsing. They are saying literally
that one day the bees just cormpletehy
left the oolony. | didr't believe it at
first but it 5eems to be the case.”

Although Dyerisa bee researcher,
hie doesnit specialise in CCD. But his
answers fairty accurately reflect what
mMost sCientists seem to believe, That
is, CCD exists but we don't know
much mone than that, AL this stage,
those who say differently are mershy
Fypathesising

The issueis complicated by what
is termed “pollinator decline” —the
abservation that, during the 2oth
century, pollinators have becomme far
bt abundant in many ecosEuems
worldwide. Pesticides, monoCultures
and increasad cormmerce hane all
been blamed for the pollinator
decline and some seewhats
happening to the bees as menely part
of a gloomy global picture

Alison Benjamin's bodk was
prompted by her concerm about
unsustainable practices in food
producton. Avisit to California’s
alrmond plantations, which produce
Bo per cent of the warld's almands,
WS AN 8ye Openar.

“Four hundred miles [64okm] of
the Centralvalbey of Califoania are
planted solely with almond trees,”
shee says, oo thnes wesks sveny
Februany, they need 1.2 million bae
hives trucked into the anea on
18-whesler lormies just to pollinate
this monoculture. After thiee
weeks it's like a wasteland ance the
ossoms are gone. IUsnet theimage
miost people have of beekeeping.”

As towhether CCD s really a cause
for pamic or moneof 2 beat-up, well, it
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Are bees at risk
in Australia?

If there's an emenging theme that arises
from speaking to bee experts about CCD,
it’s just how lucky we are in Australia. We
don’t have CCD on our shores, plus we're
one of the only countries without varroa,

a mite found in bee populations across the
world. Varroa's impact is radical, wiping out
at least 30 per cent of bees and weakening
their immunity.

lain East, from Canberra’s Office of the
Chief veterinary Officer, says his group
is working hard to keep varroa out of
Australia. In the past 15 years, 120 detections
of exotic bees have been recorded at our
borders, some carrying varroa and other
parasitic mites,

Protection starts with helping our
neighbours to contain breakouts that may
spread to Australia. "When a survey in PNG
found a new strain of varroa,” says East,
“our officers went there and trained local
growers in management technigues to halp
reduce it there.”

At gur borders, ships must declare their
vessel is bee-free and the 26 busiest ports
have local beehives, or bait hives, that aim
to entice any immigrant bees. These hives
are regularly checked by inspectors. Adds
East, “Its an early-warning system that
would give us a chance to mount a defence if
they tested for varroa or other diseases.”
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Appears todepend on whom you ask,

“It's a real isswe,” affirms Dyer. “The
variation imnumbers is just too big
to be something natural and it tends
b0 suggest that there is something
causing it. But what that is, we don't
know yet.”

But his colleagues are far from
united. The Linkversity of Sydney's
School of Biological Sciences’
professor of Behavioural Genetics Dr
Ben Oddrogd says CCD s “probalbly
a bit of a beat-up’, while the N3W
Department of Primary Industries
bee specialist, Dowg Somenville,
thinks it's a case of a rose by any
other name. He befieves the
3 ThE PO LG EXISES Mg or less
evenywhere and has for a long time

WHAT'S KILLING
THE BEES?
Whike no one has yet determinad
the cause of CCD, theores aboumnd
about what might be causing the
bees mysterious decline. Fora
short wihile, there was quite a lot of
finger pointing towarnds Australia
afver an article in Science proposed
that imports of Aussie bees may be
Drirgimg thie disease swath them
Unsurprisingly, cur industry breathed
a sigh of relief when a chaser look
praved this impossible

Even more hypewas created

after a stony in the LIKS independent
proposed that mobile phones may be
killing off the bees. Experts across the
globe wene beft explaining that the
Journakist had jumped the gun on the
results of one tiny, umerified study.
(After being deluged by media calls
from.acnoss the globe, the scientist
eventually put out a statement
explaining the information came
[rorm a mistranslation and he had no
findings torepart onCCDL)

Butwhether the truth makes a
great headline or not, Dyeris one
of many scientific wolces saying it's
unlikely army one single theory will
prowvide the solution to COD. As he
says. “the reality is likely to be more
complex and multi-facetad”.

Whike the experts continue to look
for answers, the following factors are
some of the possible players in the
mystery of the disappearing bees:

» OVERWORKED AND
UNDERAPPRECIATED
Whibe it's clear that bees
importance in the food chain
has been underappreciated to
date, suggestions that bees ane
overworked continue to fiy
Although it's not quite a case
of life imitating art, it may be life
imitating amimation. Cvenaorked
bees recenthy starred in their own



PRIy film, Bee Movie, with Jerry
SSeinfeld voicing Barry B. Bervson, a
ibee who discovers he's literally being
gorked to death. However, you don't
theed to be an animated character to
Afigure out the basics. Work too hard,
Sour immunity declines and the risk

of Hiness incraases.

Whether cverwork playsa rolein

D is unclear, butit's true that in the
BUSA bees dowork hard and, often,
allyear. Armerican beekeepers make
b8 good percentage of their income
Rrenting their bees out for pollination
Suty, particularly on the Californian
balmond crop. Between the various
perops, bees can be shipped across the
RECUNEnY almost year nound.

§ According to Ben Oldroyd, winter
b5 3 time for beas o rest, not work
FThe best thing to dois to have a
frealhy strong colony in autumn, take
ithem to the snow [the University

o0 Sydney’s bees go to the Blue
EMountains], where they just sit and
o nathing, and Brimg them back
toawarm place in spring.” he says
“That's our management strategy.”

» POOR NUTRITIOMN

Like all species, bees need
Reurishment, and the discoveny thae
LI% bees are often fed fructose syrup
awhen nectar isnt available has bed

I the guestion of the role nutrition

SUGGESTIONS THAT BEES ARE

OVERWORKED CONTINUE TO FLY...

YOU DON'T NEED TO BE BARRY
B. BENSON TO FIGURE OUT THE
BASICS. WORK TOO HARD, YOUR,
IMMUNITY DECLINES AND THE
RISK OF ILLNESS INCREASES.

could play in the prevention of CCD.
According bo Doug Sormerville, the
wiorlds beekeepers could learm much
fromAustralia. “The bee industry
inAvstralia is very different from
ampwhere else in theworld,” he
says. "Eighty per cent of our honey is
derived from eucalypts., which flower
erratically, depending on rainfall.”
somerville says the long (up to
To=year) gaps between flowering
rmean Australian beekeapers are
namadic, not mgratany, 5o, instead
of chasing the next pollination
OpROriumty ACrass the countng, “they
have to tune in to the nutritional
requiremnents of their bee calony,
seewhat flowers are on offer and

manage things accordmgy” Juesd s e G vl
charscter By B
Bertian decowers b’y
¥ PESKY PESTICIDES buag worked o deth,
Throughout the debate the role SCALHES dre Comgidering
of pesticides continues to be whether (0D s 3 result

questoned, though there’s no doubt
bees dont respond well to pesticides

et s vy B
being cverwiorked

Lif i ating atimation

of reduced immenity and
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Ir fact, in many areas, beekeepers
and farmers waork together bo avaid
the wee of pesticides around vital
pollination tmes.

But is there a link bebween
pesticides and CCD? Oine LS
nan-profit, the National Resources
Deferse Coundil (NRDC), is 50
convinced the answer is yes that
they sued the LIS ERA (Environmental
ProtectionAgency) for failing tell the
public what it knows.

"Recenthy approved pesticides have
been implicated In massive bee die-
offsand are the focus of increasing
scientific scrutiny,” said NRDC

 Attorney Aaron Codangelo. "Pesticide

restrictions might be at the heart of
the sclution to this growing Crisis, so
wiy hide the information?”

But, wihule the batthe overwho said
what to whom continues, scientists
SBRITI M0 Clo%er to an answer, despite
researchers at University of Californda
in Danvis and Pennsyhvania Stape
University stepping up theirefforts to
untanghe CCD.

Ag theirwark continues, the food
imdustry has become one of the first
to acknowiedge the role the tiny
pollinators play in the sucoess of ther
products. Haagen-Dazsicecream
recenthy contributed sUSz5o.000
to the study of CCD. Halsoput a
broad awareness campalgn into
action, noting that 40 per cent of
its products use ingredients that ane
cormpletaly dependent an honey
baas far pallination

Like marmy others now concermed
about the honey bees, the comipany
is responding to a potential hit o
its Battam line, Farddrian Dyerin
Melbowrne, this is a part of the gsus
he's absarved with interast

"It's the econormic knk to food
that has captured the attention of
people about what an important
pallinator the honey beais,” e says
“It’s real-world stuff. Its unforounate
it takies an event ke Colony Collapse
Disorder, when the animal is
effectively taken out of the system,
for people to realise, "Oh, this is quite
animportant issue."ea
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