
 

Parasitized honey bees discovered for first
time in mid-Atlantic region

November 3 2014, by Jonathan Morales

  
 

  

Phorid pupae surround a dead honeybee, submitted by Pennsylvania beekeeper
Sherry Grenzberg to the ZomBee Watch project. Credit: Brian Brown

Parasitized honey bees, or "zombees," have been found for the first time
in the mid-Atlantic region, according to researchers at San Francisco
State University. The discovery, made in Mountain Top, Pennsylvania,
was announced this morning by ZomBee Watch
(www.zombeewatch.org), a project based at the University.

SF State Professor of Biology John Hafernik and his colleagues first
reported parasitized honey bees in 2012 in an article in the journal PLOS
ONE. After being infected with a fly parasite, the bees abandon their
hives to congregate at night near lights, dying after a bout of disoriented,
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"zombie-like" behavior. Hafernik and other researchers are tracking the
phenomenon with the help of more than 2,000 citizen scientists who
report possible parasitized bee sightings to ZomBee Watch.

Early zombee sightings were mostly limited to the U.S. West Coast and
South Dakota. Last year, however, researchers confirmed the presence
of the parasitized bees in New England, and the latest finding indicates
the phenomenon is more widespread than previously thought.

The Pennsylvania bees were discovered by Mountain Top beekeeper
Sherry Grenzberg, who was sitting at her dining room table when she
heard a "plinking" sound against her window from a bee trying to fly
toward a chandelier. Having read an article about zombie bees just days
earlier, she contacted ZomBee Watch and sent researchers photos and a
bee sample. Brian Brown, a phorid fly expert at the Natural History
Museum of Los Angeles County, confirmed that the bee was infected by
the Apocephalis borealis fly, the parasite behind the zombee infestations.
The fly infects a honey bee by depositing its eggs into the bee's
abdomen. A few days after the bee dies, fly larvae burst out from
between the bee's head and thorax.

"The fly, A. borealis, is common across North America, but this is the
first time it has been found to be parasitizing honey bees in the mid-
Atlantic region," said Brown, who has studied this group of flies
extensively.

"This finding raises questions about whether we might be seeing the
early stages of a host shift to honey bees by Apocephalis borealis in the
mid-Atlantic region or whether this is something that has gone unnoticed
for a number of years," Hafernik said. "Sherry's discovery also
emphasizes the important contributions that citizen scientists can make
to research on honey bee health, even in a relatively well-studied state
like Pennsylvania."
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Beekeepers who find their hives are infected should stay calm and use
the best beekeeping practices to keep their hives as healthy as possible,
as it is most likely that healthy hives are better able to survive infections
from the phorid fly or any other pathogen, according to Hafernik.
Because researchers are still trying to determine the scope of the zombee
infestation, he urged more individuals to join the zombee hunt. The team
has developed a series of videos to help new hunters get started.

Grenzberg noted that, as a backyard beekeeper, she can keep a close eye
on her hives. "But I have friends who keep their beehives at airports or
out in the middle of a farm field, and who knows how many hives they
can lose? They could come back in the spring and there are no bees
there."

The onset of winter makes it especially important for zombee hunters to
make their observations sooner rather than later, particularly in the east,
said Hafernik. "There is a window of opportunity right now, but that
window is going to close quickly," he said.

Hafernik and his colleagues launched ZomBeeWatch.org in 2012 to
encourage citizen scientists to report cases of parasitized bees, which
were first discovered on the SF State campus. Since then, more than
200,000 people have visited the project's website and more than 2,000
zombee hunters have submitted some 600 samples to be tested for
infestation. Roughly 25 percent of participants are beekeepers, and the
rest are interested citizens doing their part to help track this new threat to
honey bees.
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