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Killer' Bees 
Speeding ÛĴ  
Their Move 
Into State 

Actual size 

'Killer' 

• Nature: Much-publicized hybrids are 
now in Imperial, San Bernardino 
counties. But so far, attacks arc few. 

By KEN ELLINGWOOD 
nMESSTAjrVRTIHl . , ^ O f 

ELCENTRO.Cilll. 

A
n odd aliernoon ritual is underway in a clut­
tered comer of Impenal County's afrtculture . 
office. As on many days lately, Phyllla Caaon 

ia busy tearing the wings off beeS. 
The sublecia—dead, of course—are refrigerated 

aloogr.de r;e office coffee In plastic vlala that have 
poured in from around the county during the pa« 
two months- Cason. a county biologlat. seoiva out a 
bunch, then carefully plucks the wings and arranges 
them under a microscope. A quick measuremeni and 
simple math roughly confirm the bees" idenUty m 
ways the naked eye cannot. 

• Suspect Airleanized." she declares finally. 
Ifs been a common finding amotkg swarm after 

swarm of bees examined here this spring-
The Airicanized "killer"" bees- once breathlessly 

ricoie sec BEES, B4 

Honeybees are nol 
native to the Weatem 
Hemiaphere. They 
were brought to the T ior:c n» -̂rii 
New World by the early European setlleri. In 1956. Bwal 
anempied to breed bees better suited to hot dimaiea. But 
Afr ic i i beea brought in for the emeriment escaped andformed 
the nucleus of a wUd populalion that has smce spread 200 to 300 
miles per year through Latin America and into the lower Liuted 
Slates- They reached California in 1994. 

• TlM danCK The bees ara no 
iT)or« harmful indWlualhf then we 
common riuw)ftiee. hut their 
a^gmsixvneaa Is leCMHfy. 
Easily inhjrtaud. Owjr 
apinst a perceived danj^, 
Osilvefing hundreds of stlngs-
• TlHlr apnad: Eradieattan efibrts 
have failed. E)9eru uy (Mr 
arnvBl in the Los Angelea area Is 
in«vitaue. alOiouth some 
««o(utionaTy doroea mahe tnem 
less aggressive by th« tima may 
reach heavily populaiMl areas. 
• imiM say leak • « To ths 
mmained ojiw. AMcanizad 
honeybees look axacdy l*e their 
Eurooesn eoualna. 
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Bernardino Couniv. Well, ihey re 
ji i l l coming." 

Getting the 
Word Out 

I f Imperial County is any gauge, 
that arrival will not go unher­

alded. The county agriculture 
department has barraged the local 

.populace with bilingual warnings 
and advice—such as conducting 
"bee patrols ' and plugging would-
be nesting gaps—ever since the 
bees showed up- Biologists have 
visited every school in the county, 
training teachers and administra-
lors and showing children viala of 
bees and playing them a video 
describing the difference belween 
.\fricanized and common European 
honeybeea-

That drumbeat seems to have 
paid off during this unusual swann 
season. Though hundreds of 
sv/arms and nests have been locat­
ed, no people have been fatally 
stung in California- Six stingiiig 
incidenis have been reported in 
California since the hybrid bees 
were first detected. 

Among locals who have never 
encountered the bees, the topic 
carries more tedium than lerror-

• Everybody I talk to. they all 
kind of shrug-" said Don Suits, an El 
CentTo carpenter »^ho. as far aa he 
knows, has never laid eyes on the 
ballyhooedbees- "It s not that big a 
deal—unless they come after me." 

Swarms chasing down fleeing 
victims may soimd like science fic­
tion, but an estimated 1.000 people 
have died from Africanized-bee 
attacks in Latin America since lhe 
insects began their northward 
march four decades ago. Three 
people have died in the United 
States from their slinga since the 
beea 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 Counly insect experi-

Dagnino was on-lhe painful end 
of such an encounter April 30 when 
he relumed home to the sight of hlfl 
wife and three children cowering 
mdoors and shouting. Thousands of 

bee?, which had caken up residence 
in -a- exterior wall, were m a frenzy, 
darkening the air and smothermg 
the front door. Dagnmo recalled. "It 
was like a movie," he said. "They 
were hitting the windows like ihey 
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 
eaperis as ineffective). 

"I've been in beea. I've been in 
everything." he said. 'But I've 
never been bil like this." 

It is that sort of attack, rare bul 
horrifying, that the folks at the 
Imperial Counly agriculture office 
hope to prevent. Callers reporting 
augpected killer bee swarms are led 
through a aeries of questions by 
Vaienzuela or one of her ihree 
biologists. The repon is faxed to the 
county's pest-control division, and 
a specialist is dispatched immedi­
ately. County technicians 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 to 
hired exienninaiors-

Bill Smale said his El Centro pest 
control firm has averaged two to 
five bee calls a day this spring. Two 
years ago, he said, he might have 
gotten one in a week. 

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

"You don't know what it's like in 
that bee suit," he said. "It's worse 
than a rattlesnake. There's so many 
of them." 

Sample dead bees are first ana­
lyzed at the couniy office. Becauae 
there have been so many, though, 
only bees involved in siingings are 
sent to the state Department of 
Food and Agriculture •-
menio for testing of DN.- -y-i body 
structure to determine ".-y are 
hybrids. 

Some residents hav; -..';ecied. 
Vaienzuela said, "thai v - j ^ first 

and ask quesu'ons ^ l̂er.̂  ^he sa:d 
That the county moves fast to 
reduce the Africanized swarms 
a r S setUed areas bul that "we 
can t kill all the nests. 

Zero Tolerance 
^ the Strategy 

Eustolia Alvarez called the 
county when bees returned to 

herUtyardaweekaf^ertec^^ 
cians killed a swarm iHe'e She 
c«^ed out the from door as a tech-
Sdonnedabeesui t iospraya 

fisi-sized mass in an "ee^ 
^ese were juat straggler^, the 
S i l c i a n said, and posed no dan-
aerStill. Alvarez was takmg no 
Sances. "A lot of kids pass by 
here," she said. , , - , H W 

The invasion has already 
changed beekeeping in the r egwtu 
^ ^ S l l y driving out hobbyists and 
; S S i t o g commercial apia i^ 2 
?eplaceTueen bees more often m 
X r 10 proteci hives against 
ii^tration. 
But some bee experts say turthe^ 

hybridisation may ultimately tame 
the Africanized bees. They conien4 
thai the vast aea of local bees in 
Soulhern California farmland pro> 
vides more competition for foo^ 
and, through mating, could dilute 
the genes of the Africanized van-, 
ety: Bill Houlhier. a bee expert wit^ 
the state Agriculture Department 
in San Diego, said the European beq 
was similarly fast-moving and 
foul-tempered when introduced 
into North America during Colonial 
Umea. Over the years, it meUowedi 
"There's the hope we'll be able to 
do that with the Africanized bee." 
he said- ^ 

But the bees will probably reach 
the California coast long before 
then. Suburbia wi l l 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 to be a foolish pe"r3on 
who allows the beea to stay in their 
backyard. ' he said. 


