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Science in the News: The problem with bees

The problem with bees
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The Bumblebee Conservation Trust (BCT) is warning that wild bee populations all over Britain are showing ‘catastrophic declines’. The BCT has described the wild bumblebee population as an ‘insurance policy’ because of the problems beekeepers have noticed with hive bees. Hives have been from suffering from ‘Mary Celeste Syndrome’ (when a whole beehive is found empty). Scientists are finding it difficult to find out what is causing the bees to die because they die away from the hive while foraging. Scientists suspect it is a parasite that is causing the bees to die but they are not sure.

Britain has 18 species of bumblebees. Many are seriously threatened by loss of habitat. The BCT warns that the loss of bees will greatly affect our food supply and food prices. Bees pollinate flowering crops such as strawberries, beans and peas, and also many of the wildflower species that provide food for grazing animals. The Ayr and District Beekeepers Association president said that about a third of all the food we eat comes from species pollinated by bees, and : ‘If there are no bees, there will be no steak.’

Governments are encouraging farmers to help by offering payment to grow flower-rich areas for bees and other wildlife on their land. Home gardeners are being urged to help by planting wild flower varieties in their gardens.

QUESTIONS

1 Why does the BCT describe the wild bumblebee population as an ‘insurance policy’?

2 Why is it hard for scientists to find out what is causing ‘Mary Celeste Syndrome’?

3 By what are most bumblebee species threatened?

4 Suggest something else that might also affect numbers of bees.

5 List five food crops that would be directly affected by the loss of bees.

6 ‘If there are no bees, there will be no steak.’ Do you think this statement is true? 

7 Choose one food product that does not come from a flowering plant, and describe how it might be affected by the loss of bees.

8 Explain how gardeners can help to protect bees. Suggest more than one way if possible.

Challenge

Work in pairs or small groups to draw a food chain or a food web that either includes bees or species that are affected by bees. Use your food chain or food web to explain to another pair or group what will be the effect of smaller numbers of bees.
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