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billed as a [asi-moving threal
almed at the | 't of hern
Californla and later mocked an a
no-ehow, ave bugsing arourid the
Imperial Valley this spring a8 never
before. And there are fresh nigns—
confirmed lhrough DNA lesla—
that the been are conquering new
frontters, showing up for the first
\ime {n San Bernardino County.

The bees are referred o as “Al-
rlcanized” because they are
descended fram hybrids thal
encaped from a Brazlltan laboratoer
in 1957 after experimenta in whic
Alrican boneybees were crossbred
with native bees.

Experts cringe at the “killer” tag.

The Alricanized hybrida ere no
more venomous than their Euro-
pean cousine, \hey say, and may
carry lezs poleon. The potential
peril lien instead in thelr pugna-
clousness when defending agalnst a
percelved threat to their nests.

Swarms of hybrid bees are being
reported all aver Imperial County's
farming country, from haysiacks
and backyard frull trees lo the
grounds of a maximum security
slate prison. The counly's Alrican-
{zed bee hotline rings with up 10 20
calls from residenis dally, and
sightinge of the Insects have
become so commonplace that loczl
biclogists are no longer mapping
them. One of every (wo swarms
tested recently turned oul to be
hytrids o1 probably se.

“IU's going up fast,” sald Connte
Valenzuela, n deputy county egri-
cultural commissioner, of the num-
ber. She overaees Cason and (wo

other blologists who have been’

irapping and amnalyzing the bees
when they are not counseling jit-
tery callers or teaching residents
how to avoid lrouble. (One Up: L
you're chased by a awarm, run ina
gtralght line. Don't zigzag.)

in one recent slinging Incldent
that made front-page news locally,
a Calipatria family was lorced lo
{lee their home when a swarm of
the belligerenl bees comman-
deered a wal) and “went crazy,”
waid Jullan Dagnino, who was slung
15 times. An altack {n El Centro
claimed the life of a [ull-grown pit
bul! namerd Kiiler, who wrapped his

( al A ren AND dppRTENLY
dgisturbed a nesl inslde. The owner
aaid “blank the dog's head
before Lhe pet died.

Crossing the
State Line

———————

tale agriculture officlala
announced last month that
Alricanized bees, virtually Indis-

. tinguishable from erdinary honey-

bees but for slightly smaller wings

_ and \helr feroclous demeanor, have

ventured {into San Bernardino
County. The bees alao have been
seen as far north along the Colo-
rado River aa Laughlin, Név.—a
tirst for \hat slate. R

The beas discovered in San Ber-
nardino County, near Twentynine
Palms, prompled Lhe elate Lo
increase by 50% the area of South-
ern Calllornia- connldered “colo-
nized” by the hybrid honeybees.
The 18,140 equare miles now
deemed colonized include all of
tmperial Counly and parls of San
Bernardino, Riverside and San
Diego counliea.

Experta say the bees, whose pace
slowed conaiderably once they
reached California’s southernmost
degerl from Arizona four yeard ago,
may owe thelr newfound headway
to [avorable feeding conditions
spawned by that other publicity
hound of lhe nalural world: El
Nific. All the extra rain lefl the
normaily hoslile desert carpeted
with more [lowering vegelation,
gmproving the bees' reproduclion
yale and providing a kind of hee
superhighway lo the west and
north.

Selentlsts who once predirted the
Killer bees’ awift arrival in los
Angeles and San Diego say (L is atill
Just a matter of Uime before Lhey hil.

Because past prediclions have
proved faulty and because of the
uncerlaintiea presenled by the
mountalnons Lnpography reparat-
tng the deser( regton from Los
Angelen and Orange countiea,
experts are hesitant to predict how
much Ume that will be.

“Y'ye haid a lob of questiona—
‘What happened?’ ~ said Raid
Lampman, entomologisl for San
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Bernardino Countw. “Well. theyTe
still coming.”

Getting the -
Word Out

If Imperial County 15 any gauge.
that arrival will not go unher-
alded. The county agriculture
department has barraged the local
. populace with bilingual warnings
ind advice—such as conducting
“bee patrols” and plugging would-
be nesting gaps—ever sifice the
bees showed up. Blologists have
visited every school in the county,
training teachers and administra-
tors and showing children vials of
bees and playing them a video
describing the difference between
Africanized and common European
honeybees.

That drumbeat seems to have
paid off during this unusual swarm
season. Though hundreds of
swarms and nests have been locat-
ed, no people have been fatally
stung in California Six stinging
incidents have been reported in
California since the hybrid bees
were first detected.

Among locals who have never
encountered the bees. the topic
carties more tedium than terror.

~Everybody I talk to, they all
kind of shrug.” said Don Suits, an El
Centro carpenter who, as far as he
knows, has never laid eyes on the
ballyhooed bees. “It's not that big a
deal—unless they come after me.”

Swarms chasing down fleeing
victims may sound like science fic-
ton. but an estimated 1,000 people
have died from Africanized-bee
attackg in Latin Amerlca since the
insects began their northward
march four decades ago. Three
people have died in the United
States from their sungs since the
bees entered Texas from Mexico in
1990.

“When they do come out, you may

have 2.000 come after you instead
of 50." said Lampman. the San
Bernardino County insect expert.

Dagnino was on:the painful end
of such an encounter April 30 when
he returned home to the sight of his
wife and three children cowering
indoors and shouting. Thousands of

bees. which had taken up residence
in a- exterior wall. werenairenzy.
darkerung the air and smothering
the front door. Dagnino recalled. “It
was like a movie.” he said. “They
were hitting the windows like they
were trying to get inside. It was
terrible.”

The 33-year-old ranch worker
said he was stung on the head and
torso before he dived for cover
under water in an irrigation ditch
(a method discouraged by bee
experts as ineffective).

“I've been in bees. I've been in
everything,” he said. “But I've
never been bit like this.”

It is that sort of attack, rare but
horrifying. that the folks at the
Imperial County agriculture office
hope to prevent. Callers reporting
suspected killer bee swarms are led
through a series of questions by
Valenzuela or one of her three
biologists. The report is faxed to the
county's pest-control division. and
a specialist is dispatched immedi-
ately. County techniciand are
allowed to kill exposed colonies of
bees by spraying a suffocating
soapy water on Swarms, which can
form a mass the size of a basketball.
They leave tricky indoor nests 0
hired exterminators.

Bill Smale said hig E] Centro pest
control firm has averaged Iwo to
five bee calls a day this spring. Two
years ago, he said. he might have
gottenoneina week.

But it can be a touchy business. A
two-man erew in a pickup truek
was chased by angry bees for
nearly a mile after destroying a
nest, Smale said. Exterminators
returning from jobs find up to 100
stingers left in their gloves.

“You don’t know what it's like in
that bee suit,” he gaid. “It's worse
than a rattiesnake. There's so many
of them."

Sample dead bees are first ana-
lyzed at the county office. Because
there have been so many. though.
only bees involved in stingings are
gent to the state Depz-ment of
Food and Agriculture '~ 3acra-
mento for testing of DN+ ~::1 body
structure to determine . -y are
hybrids.

Some residents hav: -.nected,
Valenzuela said, “that » - -uil first

and ask questions later.” She said
that the county MmOVes fast to

- reduce the Africanized swarms

around setled areas put that "we
can'tkill all the nes.”

Zero Tolerance
Is the Strategy
IStac R e—el

ustolia Alvarez called the

‘county when bees returned 0
her frontyard a week after techni-
cians killed a swarm there. She
peered out the front door as a tech-
niciandonnedabees‘mtoﬂpfaya
fist-sized mass in an ash tree.

These were just stragglers, the

technician said, and posed no dan-

ger. Still, Alvarez was taking no
chances. “A lot of kids pass by
here,” she said.

The invasion has already
changed beekeeping in the reglon.
virtually driving out hobbyists and
promptng commercial apiaries to
replace queen bees more often in
order to protect hives agalnat
infiltradon.

But some bee experts say further,
hybridization may ultimately tame
the Africanized bees. They contend
that the vast sea of local bees in
Southern California farmland pro
vides more competition for food
and, through mating, could dilute
the genes of the Africanized varis
ety: Bill Routhier, a bee expert with
the state Agriculture Departmeng
inSanDiego.saidLheEuropeaﬁheq
wag similarly fast-moving and
foul-tempered when introduced
into North America during Colonial -
times. Over the years, it mellowedy
~There's the hope we'll be able to
do that with the Africanized bee.”
he said Do

But the bees will probably reach
the California coast long before
then. Suburbia will doubtless
appear an inviting landscape. lush
in plants and flowers for nourish~
ment and buildings for nests,
Routhier said.

People needn’t be as hospitable.
“It's going %o be a foolish peérson
who allows :he bees to stay in their -
backyard,” he said



