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Marla Spivak:
Breeding bees to detect disease

In 1974, a bored teenager picked
up a book about bees in the li-
brary. Immediately fascinated by
bees and the people who loved
and cared for them, she went

to work for a commercial bee-
keeper in New Mexico. “I never
looked back,” Dr. Marla Spivak
says.

Spivak, who now holds a doctor-
ate in entomology from the Uni-
versity of Kansas, has recently
turned her efforts to raising
awareness of the declining bee
population over the last decade,
a situation with serious con-
sequences. “Bees are the most
important pollinators of flower-
ing plants, which includes most
fruits, vegetables, and nuts in our
diet,” she says. “Our nutrition,
health, and food supply depend
on bees.”

In her lab at the University of
Minnesota, Spivak breeds bees
for hygienic behavior.

Meet the Scientist Breeding More
Resilient Bees (And 4 Other
People Working to Save the
Pollinators)

With honeybee populations on the decline, scientists,
lawyers, and even artists have set out to save humanity's
most important pollinators.

Photo of Spivak by Dan Marshall.

“Hygienic bees are able to detect diseased and parasitized
brood—immature bees—and weed them out of the nest,”
she says. The Bee Squad, an extension and outreach pro-
gram that runs from the lab, provides beekeeping services
to businesses and helps educate and mentor urban beekeep-
ers. But for those of us who aren’t scientists or beekeep-
ers, Spivak offers a much simpler way to help bees: “Plant
flowers.”

Rob & Chelsea McFarland: Welcoming bees to the city

Rob and Chelsea McFarland didn’t choose the bees; the
bees chose them. “One day, we were out in the garden and
a swarm showed up,” they say. Years later, the founders

of the Los Angeles nonprofit HoneyLove are dedicated to
training urban beekeepers and raising awareness of bees in
cities.
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Photo of the McFarlands by Rebecca Cabage.

As they learned more about—and fell in love
with—nhoneybees, the McFarlands realized
promoting bee habitat in cities was an im-
portant part of health and food sustainability.
“We need to grow more of our food closer to
home. That means growing food in the urban
environment,” Rob says. “That means honey-
bees.”

Cities can even provide a safe haven for bees,
Chelsea adds. “There are fewer pesticides in
the city than in the traditional farmland set-
ting,” she says. “Our bees are actually healthi-
er in the city.”

HoneyLove’s mission is to spread that mes-
sage through outreach and media presence. If
there’s something he hopes they accomplish,
Rob says, it’s “that the narrative has been
changed from fear of bees to one of really
embracing bees and welcoming bees into our
community.”

Lori Ann Burd:
Taking the fight to Washington, D.C.

In the battle for conservation, it’s nice to have

someone like Lori Ann Burd on your side.
Burd is the environmental health director at
the Center for Biological Diversity, a veteran
activist turned seasoned lawyer.

After advocating against Keystone XL and
mountaintop-removal coal mining, Burd is
now fighting the chemical industry’s use of
pesticides, notably neonicotinoids. “They’re
a new class of insecticide in which the entire
plant is insecticidal,” Burd explains. “The
plant is fine, but all parts of it are poisonous
to bugs.” In March, Burd helped draft a letter
urging President Obama to take action against

the widespread use of these poisons and filed
a lawsuit against the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency for failing to fulfill its obligations

under the Endangered Species Act.
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“It’s hard to overestimate the importance of
pollinators,” Burd says. “One out of three
bites of food that we take requires pollination.
What I’m trying to do is help people under-
stand that the fate of humans is intertwined
with the fate of all species.” And when asked
what keeps her going in the face of constant
challenge, she replies, “Winning.”

Sarah Hatton:
Activist’s message beaufully written in
dead bees.

Sometimes you can’t understand the battle
until you see the bodies. Quebec-based artist
and beekeeper Sarah Hatton’s mathematical
arrangements of dead honeybees are an en-
trancing and sobering reminder that human
activity, like the use of neonicotinoid pesti-
cides, is responsible for the death of bees on a
mass scale. After losing two of her own bee-
hives, Hatton coped by transforming her dead
bees into art. As the project gained attention,
she saw the opportunity to raise awareness
and help people understand the implications
of bee colony collapse. Now other beekeepers
donate their own casualties to her work.
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Detail from “Cluster (Flower of Life).”
Honeybees (Apis mellifera), resin on
petri dishes, 2015. 46 x 36 inches.
sarahhattonartist.com.



