
 

Research shows honey bee diseases can strike
in all seasons

February 6 2015, by Dennis O'brien

  
 

  

ARS scientists in Beltsville and their colleagues at the Brazilian Honey Bee
Laboratory in São Paulo analyzed the DNA of bees they collected in Beltsville
and Brazil at different times of the year to see when two bacteria from the genus
Spiroplasma were present in honey bee colonies. Credit: Peggy Greb
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Agricultural Research Service scientists have found that two pathogens
causing mysterious honey bee ailments are not just a problem in the
spring, but might pose a threat year round. Entomologists Ryan Schwarz
and Jay Evans at the ARS Bee Research Laboratory in Beltsville,
Maryland, and their colleagues have shown that two species of bacteria,
Spiroplasma melliferum and S. apis, are more common than thought and
infect honey bees in places as diverse as Brazil and Maryland.

The two bacteria are often lumped together, since both are in the genus
Spiroplasma, an intriguing class of bacteria found in some insects, ticks,
and plants. S. melliferum was discovered in the late 1970s by ARS
researchers who noticed higher mortality rates in bees carrying it. French
researchers discovered S. apis a few years later and called it "May
disease," because that's the month of year when it struck. It made bees
"quiver and creep," left some unable to fly, and in that instance, cut
honey production by about 25 percent. Scientists, however, don't know if
S. melliferum and S. apis are factors in colony collapse disorder or other
major bee mortalities, and they are unsure how lethal the bacteria are to
bees.

Schwarz, Evans, and their colleagues at the Brazilian Honey Bee
Laboratory in São Paulo analyzed the DNA of bees they collected in
Beltsville and Brazil at different times of the year between 2011 and
2013. Bees were collected from 11 states in Brazil and 2 areas in
Beltsville. Schwarz had recently developed genetic markers that allow
researchers to distinguish S. apis from other bacteria in bees. They used
those markers and another recently developed set of S. melliferum
markers to determine the year-round prevalence of the two pathogens in
both locations.

As expected, the researchers found that both pathogens were prevalent in
the spring. But they also found that they were common at other times of
the year and that prevalence rates varied depending on the location. In
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Beltsville, they were more prevalent in the spring, while in Brazil they
were more prevalent in the fall. They also found high infection rates: 33
percent of the U.S. colonies and 54 percent of the Brazilian colonies
were infected. The results also showed that S. melliferum was the more
prevalent of the two and that the presence of one pathogen made bees
more susceptible to the other. Schwarz says the different genetics and
prevalence patterns show that the two pathogens should not be lumped
together.

Certain plants can act as bacteria-transmission sites, and bees pick up the
pathogens when they feed on plant nectar, Schwarz says. The results add
to what is known about microbe transmission between plants and
pollinators and should help beekeepers and scientists monitor the health
of honey bees by raising awareness about the year-round nature of any
threat the pathogens may pose. With the new genetic markers now
available, scientists will also be better equipped to screen bee colonies
for them.
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ARS scientists in Beltsville and their colleagues in Brazil screened honey bee
colonies for two species of bacteria in the genus Spiroplasma and found high
infection rates in both locations. Credit: Peggy Greb

Provided by Agricultural Research Service

Citation: Research shows honey bee diseases can strike in all seasons (2015, February 6)
retrieved 2 May 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2015-02-honey-bee-diseases-seasons.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private

4/5

https://phys.org/news/2015-02-honey-bee-diseases-seasons.html


 

study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

http://www.tcpdf.org

