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EDITORIAL

Bee deaths need analysing
Alarm bells are ringing all over the world about the death
of bee populations. Although it is not known exactly how
severe the decline is, it is important to take the problem
seriously. The signals are alarming and the bee is important, not just for natural ecosystems but also for the pollination of most vegetable crops and fruit trees.
The bee needs a varied diet to stay healthy, and one cause
of the rising death rate may be a lack of variety in the available food sources. But that is just one piece of the jigsaw
puzzle; there are probably several factors involved in the
decline. We should also look into the limited genetic variation in the bee, the impact of the varroa mite, the use
of pesticides and the way knowledge is shared, since the
death rate seems to be far higher for some beekeepers than
for others.
Neonicotinoids have been in the limelight recently, with
some researchers claiming that this group of insecticides
is the main reason for the rising bee death rate. Some
neonicotinoids are certainly highly toxic to bees. The
danger in the wild lies in the combination of toxicity and
exposure. As a precaution, a number of European countries have banned the use of this substance in sunflowers,
for example, because this crop attacts large numbers of
bees. And yet it is far from conclusively proven that these
are the culprits, as was clear in a United Nations report of
March 2011 which pointed to a complex of possible factors. So let us not jump to premature conclusions or start
sketching disaster scenarios. Instead, let us really find
out how things stand. The Ministry of Economic Affairs,
Agriculture and Innovation will probably facilitate a thorough analysis of the situation, under the guidance of a
broad steering committee. We shall use this knowledge to
turn the tide.
Piet Boonekamp, manager of Biointeractions and Plant Health at Plant
Research International, part of Wageningen UR.
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