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Bumblebee import challenged

Farmers, environmentalists at odds over proposal

By Alex Breitler
February 02, 2007

Record Staff Writer 

A plan that would import bumblebees to help pollinate California crops won't fly with environmentalists, who fear the
bees could bring exotic diseases that will threaten native species.

In a recent study, the state Department of Food and Agriculture found no danger in importing the bumblebees from
Michigan as long as certain precautions are taken.

The bees are badly needed, the state says. Disease has restricted the number of available honeybees nationwide that have
traditionally pollinated fruits, vegetables and nuts, including San Joaquin County's $126 million-per-year almond crop.

As a result, farmers have paid high prices for hives.

"Whatever we can do to increase supply is helpful," said Bruce Blodgett, executive director of the San Joaquin Farm
Bureau Federation.

Environmentalists say native bumblebees could pollinate the crops if they had more habitat, such as natural open space,
within farming areas.

Importing the non-native bumblebees could cause unforeseen problems, said Ileene Anderson, a staff biologist with the
Center for Biological Diversity in Los Angeles.

The bumblebees would overrun native species, she said. At least five species of pollinators are unofficially considered
threatened in California, and one of those lives in the area where the new bumblebees might be used.

"There's no question we're having a problem with pollination," Anderson said. "But in California, we can solve our own
problems without bringing in pests from out of the area."

Indeed, the proposed bumblebee, Bombus impatiens, is considered a pest in California and requires a state permit for
import. The Department of Food and Agriculture is considering public comments on the topic and later will decide
whether such permits should be issued, spokesman Steve Lyle said.

It's unclear exactly how many bumblebees would be imported. San Joaquin is one of 23 counties where they could be used
to pollinate crops.

State officials say the Michigan bees have not been in contact with any other bee species outside their range and said there
is no chance of bringing in pests or diseases from other countries. Each shipment would have to be checked by Michigan
authorities before being sent West.

Once in use, the bumblebee queens would be kept inside the hives to keep them from cross-breeding with other species.

Native bumblebees have declined mostly because of habitat loss and exposure to pesticides, Anderson said.

"California is really blessed with a lot of different native pollinators," she said. "It's been proven in other parts of the
country that native pollinators could supply all of the pollination needs."

But so far, at least, efforts to breed native bumblebees for pollination in California have been unsuccessful due to
outbreaks of disease, said Eric Mussen, an apiculturist for the University of California Cooperative Extension. The
imported bumblebees likely would not be susceptible to the same mites that have overwhelmed honeybee hives and
contributed to the state's pollination problems, he said.
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