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To bee or not to bee
Colony collapse threatens honeybees and plants they pollinate
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Alan	Turanski	became	 fascinated	with	beekeeping	 the	 �irst	year	he	 tried	 it.	That	 �irst

milestone:	harvesting	160	pounds	of	blackberry	honey	from	his	hives.

Since	then,	his	involvement	in	beekeeping	and	the	honey	industry	has	only	deepened.

He’s	 now	 vice	 president	 at	 GloryBee	 Foods,	 the	 Eugene-based	 food,	 honey	 and

beekeeping	supply	company	his	parents	started	more	than	30	years	ago.

The	 company	 has	 its	 roots	 in	 Turanski’s	 garage,	 but	 now	 it	 has	 a	 west	 Eugene

headquarters	and	clients	across	13	countries.

Yet	even	with	the	company’s	success,	Turanski,	like	many	others	whose	line	of	work	is

tied	 to	 bees,	 is	 deeply	 worried	 about	 environmental	 threats	 that	 seem	 to	 be

hammering	bees	and	bee	hives	with	increasing	frequency.

The	problem	—	known	as	colony	collapse	disorder	—	poses	a	 threat	not	only	 to	 the

honey	industry	but	also	to	agricultural	sectors	that	rely	on	bees	for	plant	pollination	in

order	to	produce	many	fruit,	vegetable	and	nut	crops.

“We’re	 on	 the	 path	 to	 see	 the	 end	 of	 the	 honeybees,	 and	 that’s	 a	 grave	 concern,”

Turanski	said.

“Bees	 are	 just	 so	 critical,	 and	 I	 think	 really	 trying	 to	 create	 a	 lot	 of	 awareness	 and

ultimately	support	—	moral	and	�inancial	—	to	change	the	path	that	the	bees	are	on	is

necessary.”

One	big	problem:	No	one	is	quite	sure	what’s	causing	bee	colonies	 to	experience	die-
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offs.

In	 2006,	 beekeepers	 nationwide	 began	 reporting	 high	 losses	 of	 30	 percent	 to	 90

percent	of	their	hives.

Since	 then,	 bees	 have	 been	 in	 the	 spotlight	 consistently	 as	 the	 news	 media	 coined

phrases	such	as	“bee	pocalypse	redux,”	“bee	mageddon”	and	“plight	of	the	bumble	bee.”

Bee	parasites	and	farming	or	domestic	insecticides	are	suspected	culprits.

“It’s	 really	 the	 cumulative	 effect	 of	 all	 these	 things	 that	 at	 this	 point	 can	 be	 called”

colony	collapse	disorder,	Turanski	 said.	 “Pesticides,	herbicides,	 fungicides,	mites	and

the	stress	on	the	bees	from	traveling	for	pollination.”

Turanski	said	that	one	reason	colony	collapses	are	so	hard	to	understand	is	that	there

is	not	just	one	cause.

Ethan	Bennett	is	a	beekeeper	at	Honey	Tree	Apiaries,	a	450-hive	bee	pollination	and

honey	 production	 business	 in	 Alpine	 in	 southern	 Benton	 County.	 He	 transports	 his

bees	in	their	hives	to	pollinate	a	range	of	crops	around	the	state,	and	he	sells	his	honey

at	the	Corvallis	Farmers’	Market.

“What	I	would	say	my	experience	is	with	bees	is	that	it’s	just	gotten	harder	and	harder

to	keep	them	alive,”	he	said.

“Colony	collapse	disorder	is	a	really	broad	term.	It	has	no	speci�ic	 cause.	 It	doesn’t	 �it

the	de�inition	of	a	disease	or	anything	like	that.”

Bee	colony	collapse	has	been	highly	publicized	 in	 recent	months,	and	 it	 is	 “de�initely

for	real,”	he	said.

After	all	his	years	 in	 the	bee	 industry,	 the	diligence	of	 the	bees	continues	 to	 impress

Bennett.

“They’re	really	neat	creatures	and	they	live	in	this	community	which	 in	 turn	acts	as	a

single	organism,”	he	said.	“I’m	working	with	the	bees	and	learning	their	cycles	through

the	years.



“I’ve	been	doing	it	for	18	years,	and	I	think	it’s	to	a	point	where	I	really	know	how	the

bees	work	and	interact	with	the	�lowers.”

In the hive with the toxins?

Lisa	 Arkin	 is	 executive	 director	 at	 Beyond	 Toxics,	 a	 Eugene-based	 nonpro�it

organization	that	tries	to	cut	down	on	pesticide	use	and	chemical	pollution.

Beyond	Toxics	started	receiving	calls	about	two	years	ago	from	local	beekeepers.	They

said	they	were	having	trouble	with	hives	because	of	a	certain	type	of	insecticide	called

a	neonicitinoid,	Arkin	said.

The	class	of	 chemicals,	which	contain	nicotine,	become	absorbed	 into	a	 plant	 and	 is

transferred	through	its	vascular	system,	potentially	making	the	plant,	its	pollen	and	its

nectar	toxic	to	insects.

In	 March,	 a	 coalition	 of	 beekeepers	 and	 farming	 advocates	 sued	 the	 federal

Environmental	 Protection	 Agency,	 accusing	 the	 agency	 of	 inadequate	 testing	 of

neonicotinoids.	That	case	is	pending.

In	 April,	 the	 European	 Union	 passed	 a	 two-year	 ban	 on	 neonicotinoid	 insecticides,

citing	 the	potential	 threat	 to	bees.	High	doses	of	 the	 chemical	 can	 be	 lethal	 to	 bees,

while	sublethal	doses	can	either	be	taken	back	to	the	hive.

There,	the	insecticide	will	become	stored	in	the	wax,	leading	to	future	problems,	critics

say.

Bees in the coal mine

The	pesticide	industry	has	disputed	claims	made	by	critics	of	the	chemical.

In	 June,	 approximately	 50,000	 bees	 died	 after	 a	 pesticide	 with	 neonicitinoids	 was

sprayed	on	blooming	Linden	trees	at	a	Wilsonville	Target	store	that	bees	happened	to

be	pollinating.

“Unfortunately,	the	bees	died.	But	in	some	way	I	felt	they	sacri�iced	themselves	to	alert

the	public	of	 the	 immense	danger	we	 face	 if	our	bee	colonies	are	unable	 to	survive,”

Arkin	said.



Arkin	and	Beyond	Toxics	have	been	trying	to	get	the	Oregon	Department	of	Agriculture

to	impose	a	statewide	ban	on	all	neonicitinoids.

Neonicotinoids	 are	 used	 in	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 insecticides	 produced	 by	 numerous

companies.	Many	 insecticides	aimed	at	protecting	 roses,	 turf,	 fruit	 trees,	 shrubs	 and

other	plants	and	made	by	such	major	�irms	as	Bayer,	Arysta,	Syngenta	and	The	Scotts

Co.,	contain	neonicotinoids.

Eugene	 activists	 in	 July	 held	 a	 rally	 to	 protest	 the	 prevalence	 of	 neonicotinoid

pesticides	and	have	urged	local	retailers	to	stop	stocking	them.

Oregon	 Rep.	 Earl	 Blumenauer	 has	 introduced	 legislation	 in	 the	 U.S.	 House	 of

Representatives	to	ban	neonicotinoids	until	the	EPA	can	conduct	a	review.

Mighty mites?

Judy	Scher,	a	former	president	of	the	Lane	County	Beekeepers	Association,	has	been	a

backyard	beekeeper	for	12	years.

Scher	 said	 she	 believes	 the	 biggest	 threat	 to	 bees	 is	 not	 neonicitinoids,	 or	 any

insecticide	for	that	matter,	but	the	veroa	mite.

“If	there’s	no	control	of	veroa	mites	in	our	hives,	they	collapse	during	the	winter,”	she

said.	 “The	 mites	 puncture	 the	 bees	 —	 their	 exoskeleton	 —	 and	 they	 (introduce)

different	viruses	into	the	bee.

“The	viruses	can	live	in	the	hive	all	the	time.	But	if	there	are	too	many	mites	allowing

for	these	viruses	 to	get	 into	 the	bee,	...	when	 that	happens	 the	hive	 is	very	weak	and

you	can	see	the	bees	emerge	and	they	have	these	little	curly	wings	and	they	can’t	�ly.

“It’s	very	sad.”

Scher	said	she	believes	 that	 if	beekeepers	did	a	 better	 job	 of	 controlling	mites,	 they

wouldn’t	be	having	the	problem	of	collapsing	hives.

One	way	Scher	is	tackling	the	issue	is	trying	to	breed	bees	that	are	naturally	 resistant

to	the	mites.	One	of	Scher’s	hives	has	a	queen	bee	that	she	bred	with	a	mite-resistent

variety	 of	 honey	 bee.	 She	 grafted	 the	 larva	 and	 then	 bred	 it	 with	 the	male	 bees	 —



drones	—	that	had	the	genetics	of	Russian	honey	bees.

Other	ways	to	control	mites	include	the	use	of	organic	oils	or	miticides	—	or	strips	of

cardboard	 slathered	 with	 petroleum	 jelly	 —	 to	 entrap	 or	 kill	 the	 mites,	 and	 the

removal	of	a	mite-infested	brood.

In	a	study	by	Clemson	University,	researchers	found	that	each	tactic	has	�laws	and	that

an	integrated	approach,	using	a	variety	of	elements,	was	best.
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