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Catastrophe: 

an event causing great and often sudden damage or suffering; a disaster.
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Bee Catastrophe was vetted by Kim 
Robertson, Master Beekeeper, Florida 
Master Gardener, and staff member of 
Bees Beyond Borders and endorsed by 
David Hackenberg, commercial 
beekeeper and co-chairman of the 
Honey Bee Health Advisory Board. 
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For centuries, fields hummed with the sound of insects. 
Crickets chirped, katydids trilled, and honey bees buzzed.

People and animals ate the honey. Some animals even ate 
the bees. And all types of bees did their part to pollinate 
plants and help them grow. 

Here’s the catastrophe: Bee by bee, colony by colony, 
these buzzers have been disappearing. 
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One day, a beekeeper in Florida went to check on his hives.

Dead bees. Lots of them. 

A few years back, he was the first beekeeper to report the loss of most 
of his bees.

The worker bees had abandoned his 
hives, causing the hive to fail. 

Did they fly off again?



Not this time.

The workers bees were still in the hive, dead.

The beekeeper wondered if an animal attacked it to get to the honey.

No, the honey was untouched.

Maybe it was the varroa mite, an eight-legged crab-like creature that 
lives off bees.

He examined the bees. 

No mites.

It was a mystery.

But why should we care?
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Varroa Mite
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With help from bats, birds, and lizards, most of the food we 
eat depends on insects to grow.

They do that by spreading pollen, a yellow powder inside the flower.

Butterflies, moths, beetles, and dragonflies all help spread pollen 
from blossom to blossom. 

But bees are the superstars.
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When a bee lands on a flower, pollen sticks to 
the hairs of its body. 

The pollen gets rubbed off on other flowers, and bingo! A seed is 
formed.

Seeds cause more flowers and plants to grow.
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 Imagine your life without bees.
Without bees, supermarkets 
would be almost empty.
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Do you like apples and apple pie? Strawberries and strawberry 
jam? Lemons and lemonade? How about almonds and almond 
milk?

Too bad. They’d be the first to go. 
 
Vegetables like broccoli, zucchini, carrots, and pumpkin?
 
They’d go next.

The foods we like most would cost a fortune,
 if you could find them at all.

Like ice cream, for example.

Dairy cows eat alfalfa, which depends on bees. 

So no cheese, no whipped cream, no yogurt...
no more ice cream!

To avoid this catastrophe, the mystery of the
 dying bees had to be solved.
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Finally, scientists figured it out.

A chemical bug killer or pesticide used on food crops was 
damaging the bees.

The group of chemicals has a very long name: neonicotinoids (we 
just say neonics for short).

This pesticide stays in the plant as it grows.

And a terrible thing happens to bees that land on treated plants.
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The bees become paralyzed and die.

Neonics hurt birds and fish, too. Most of the seeds planted for food 
are coated with neonics.

Even the seeds you buy for your garden may be sprayed with this 
super-poison. And they work no better than safer pesticides. 
Many food safety organizations wanted to ban neonics altogether. 

It didn’t happen.

But the catastrophe had to be stopped.

“Neonics and Birds” 2016. American Bird Conservancy. Accessed 18 Aug. 2022. abcbirds.org/neonics
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Farmers needed to get rid of pests, but they didn’t want to kill bees, too.

So they began to spray only at times when the bees were not active, 
like at sunset.

Many farmers who grew food crops like wheat and soybeans planted 
hedges of wild shrubs along their borders. That way, bees would have a 
place to find nectar and might stay away from sprayed crops.

That slowed the deaths but not enough.
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We still notice mosquitoes flitting, cockroaches scurrying, and flies flying.

Look-alike invasive yellow jackets make us think a lot of bees are still 
buzzing.

But no. 

Bees, all kinds of bees, are disappearing faster than ever.

And they need our help.

It will be a catastrophe if we let them die because…
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…we’ll miss them when they’re gone.

But turn the page for ways you can help avoid a bee catastrophe.



How to Avoid a Bee Catastrophe
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Target your yard: Your yard is the best place 
to help bees survive. Plant native flowers 
and vegetables. Bees prefer blue, yellow, 
purple, and white flowers. Avoid planting 
double-flowering varieties. They have less 
pollen, and it can be harder for the bees to 
access them with extra petals in the way. Stick 
close to the original flower form instead of 
going fancy with hybrids. The bees will thank 
you for it. But most of all, make sure plants 
are native to the area you live in.

Organic fruit and vegetables: Ask your 
parents to buy organic fruit and vegetables if 
they are affordable where you live.

Start a school garden: If there is room 
at your school, ask your teachers if your 
class can plant a garden for bees and other 
pollinators. Tell them it’s a great learning 
opportunity.

Library gardens: Who doesn’t love a butterfly 
garden? Some libraries, like the Coral Gables 
Public Library in Florida have started butterfly 
gardens on their property. Ask the library director 
where you live if they can start such a program, 
adding bee-friendly plants, of course.

No pesticides: Ask the adults in your life to avoid using 
any herbicides or pesticides like glyphosate (Roundup). 
It’s dangerous for bees and people. When you buy seeds, 
make sure they are NOT treated with any type of neonics, 
which are usually listed as “systemic pesticides.”
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• There are 20,000 species of bees, some live in colonies and others are solitary (alone).

• A predatory wasp, the yellow jacket, is often mistaken for a bee when not seen up 
close. They are aggressive and much more likely to sting than bees.

• Only the honey bees makes honey, and it takes 12 worker bees their entire lifetime to 
make one teaspoon of honey.

• The queen bee is so important, commercial beekeepers buy new healthy ones for 
their hives every year.

• Social bees communicate with each other. They do a cool dance called the waggle, 
which tells other bees where to find nectar or a new nest.

• Bees are cold-blooded. They shiver to generate heat.

• Flowers have male and female parts. Bees carry pollen from the male to the female 
to make seeds.

• Varroa mites are the world’s most destructive pest of western honey bees. Chemicals 
to control this pest have caused problems, so beekeepers have turned to non-
chemical methods in recent years.

• Bees brush pollen to their back legs and squeeze it into something called a basket to 
take back to the hive. The orange sacs look like two little saddlebags.
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