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has reached 40 percent.
And though his colonies haven’t 

been afflicted by CCD, “I’d be a fool 
to say I didn’t fear it,” Coy said.

A Matter of Attrition
Honeybees were already vulner-

able before the outbreak of Colony 
Collapse Disorder. In the last 25 years, 
diseases such as Varroa and tracheal 
mites have killed many bees, as has a 
parasite called the small hive beetle. 
“Bees are constantly being bombarded 
by new problems,” Levi said.

The Apiary Inspectors of America, 
in a report published in the July 2007 
issue of the American Bee Journal, 
said, “The apicultural industry has 
seen a dramatic decline in the number 
of honey bee colonies managed in the 
United States since the introduction of 
the honey bee tracheal mite and the 
Varroa mite in the 1980s. Nationwide 
colony numbers have dropped from 
4.5 million managed colonies in 1980 
to 2.4 million in 2005.”

Massive bee die-offs have been 
reported before during the last hun-
dred or so years, but researchers say 
CCD appears to be something entirely 
new.

Jester and others say beekeepers 
have come to accept increasing losses. 
“Ten or 15 years ago, a beekeeper 
could double or more the number of 
his colonies every year,” Jester said. 
“Now it’s a general consensus that 

if you can maintain your numbers, 
you’re doing good. And that’s all you 
can hope for.

“Thirty percent losses a year are 
considered normal where before if you 
lost 10 percent, it was considered a 
disaster,” he said.

“I have a lot of friends who say 
they’re just losing more bees than nor-
mal, but they’re just so accustomed to 
it that they don’t see a problem.”

Levi pointed to stress as one culprit. 

“Beekeepers are like any other kind 
of farmer. They try to get the most 
out of their animals as they can. And 
sometimes we do that in a gentle way 
and sometimes we do that in a stressful 
way. Putting bees on trucks and taking 
them to California and then to Oregon 
and then to Minnesota and then to 
the Dakotas and then back to Texas 
or Florida or Arkansas has got to be 
stressful on bees.”

Left on their own, bees from one 

colony or hive might swarm and form 
a new colony once a year, but only 
when conditions are right. In an effort 
to make up their losses, beekeepers 
might divide a colony of bees three or 
four times, which lessens the viability 
of the bees. 

“I saw some yesterday that were 
absolutely pitiful,” Levi said, “I couldn’t 
believe how much this guy was work-
ing his bees — little, teeny colonies. 
They’re so susceptible to everything. 
They’ve got to be stressed.”

That practice can be cost-effective in 
the short term, “but in the long term, 
it’s not sustainable.”

Jeffrey Pettis, research leader at the 
USDA’s Bee Research Laboratory in 
Beltsville, Md., said, “We’re still oper-
ating from the premise that bees are 
in a weakened state” from typical bee 
diseases or the stress of frequent move-
ment. “This primary stress is allowing 
this secondary pathogen to explode 
and kill these bees,” Pettis said.

The mystery resides in identifying 
the secondary pathogen. Bee colonies 
afflicted with CCD suffer not only 
from die-offs, “but trying to raise 
queens in these colonies has become 
difficult,” he said.

“It’s a very uphill battle of late,” 
said Pettis, one of the top researchers 
into the disorder. “Most beekeepers 
are saying they’re replacing between 
30 and 50 percent of their hives of late, 
and that’s a very high number.”       ■
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The states shaded in light yellow have reported incidences of CCD.


