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Africanized bees
A problem for pesticide applicators?
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This is not a ‘killer 
bee’- it is not even a 

bee!
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History

How the Africanized honey bees 
(AHB) got here

European subspecies of Apis mellifera

The first honey bees 
to be imported to the 
new world were 
European honey 
bees (EHB).

European races
•A. m. mellifera
•A. m. ligustica
•A. m. carnica
•A. m. caucasica
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The subspecies of African 
honey bees is Apis mellifera 
scutellata, from sub-
Saharan Africa. They are 
adapted to tropical habitats. 
They were imported to 
Brazil in the 1950s to 
improve honey production 
and the bee industry.

From Winston (1987)

African subspecies

The African bees escaped 
in 1956.  Within 50 years, 
these tropically adapted 
bees colonized most of 
South America and all of 
Central America.  

Entered the U.S. in 1990 
through south Texas 

Now permanently 
established throughout the 
southwestern states.  

The AHB shows a 
remarkable ability to 
displace EHB colonies.

From Caron (1999)
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Important facts about AHB

• All bees can sting only once and then they die. .

• The sting of an Africanized bee is no more painful 
or harmful than that of a European bee.

• Swarms of Africanized bees and individual bees 
away from the hive are no more likely to sting than 
European bees.

• Far more people have died from lightning strikes or 
shark attacks than from Africanized bee stings

• Their “killer bee” reputation is extremely overblown.

European & Africanized Bees

Some differences in the biology 
between African and European 

honey bees
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Morphology

African and European bees look virtually identical
African workers develop faster in the larval stage and are slightly smaller.
AHBs sometimes have a darker color than EHBs, but color is too variable to 
be used for reliable identification.  
The two races differ more in how they behave than how they look.

Defensive behavior

AHB are well known for their high degree of nest defense (left).  
Table on the right compares the number of bees captured while defending 
their colony in the first 30 seconds after a disturbance.



6/19/2018

7

Nesting behaviors

Unlike European bees, AHB 
colonies can occupy smaller 
cavities and are more likely to 
build exposed-comb nests. 

Therefore, AHB do not live 
well in beekeepers’ boxes. 
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AHB advantages over EHB
• More but smaller swarms 

than EHB
• AHB nests more likely to 

move in poor conditions
• AHB drones more likely to 

mate with queens than EHB

AHB advantages
• Queens develop more quickly
• AHB queens are more likely 

to kill EHB queens
• AHB invades EHB hives
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AHB in the US

Where are they now?

http://www.ars.usda.gov/Research/docs.htm?docid=11059&page=6
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Africanized Bees in Albany 2010
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Confirmed AHB hives

www.gabeekeeping.com/AfricanizedBees.html

AHB are here 
(or have been 
here) – will they 
become 
established?

An important distinction…

Method of movement #2: 
human-assisted transport

Point introductions but not
an established population

Method of movement #1: 
natural dispersal

An established, permanent 
feral population of AHB
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Potential Range?

Source - USGS

AHB identification

How scientists and officials can 
distinguish African from European 

honey bees
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Africanized Honey Bees
Keith Delaplane, UGA Entomology

Morphometrics

Carefully 
measuring different 
body parts to 
distinguish AHB 
from EHB, since 
African bees are 
smaller, on 
average.
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Wing size to identify AHB

Inexpensive
Not 100% 
accurate
Can lead to 
false 
positives
Labor 
intensive

AHB 
wing 
length EHB 

wing 
length

Using genetic markers 
we can determine the 
mother’s lineage as 
either European or 
African. 

Samples from NC that 
appeared to be AHB 
based on wing length 
were shown to be of 
European origin by 
genetic analysis.

Conclusion - there was 
no evidence that the 
AHB was in NC at that 
time.

Genetic analyses

EHB AHB U1 U2 U3 U4 U5 U6 U7 U8 U9L U10
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What should I do?

Things that everyone can do to 
address the AHB issue

(Especially people working 
outside or in pest control)

Prevent Problems
 Bee proof structures
 Watch for unusual bee 

activity - Hundreds of bees 
clustered together or 
entering a location

 Know the difference 
between honey bees and 
wasps. 

 Don’t keep pets tethered. 
 Know where you are 

putting your hands!
 Beware sheds, boxes, 

tires, buckets, holes in 
ground, bee nests in the 
open, etc.

 Be very careful when 
clearing land or debris –
could you wear a bee veil?
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If you encounter AHB
1. Keep your distance
2. If attacked:

 Run – quickly!
 Cover your face
 Keep running – do not stop to 

swat or hide!
 Run at least 100 yards!
 Run inside, do not come out!
 Do not panic – think & RUN!

3. For removal - call a 
professional.

4. Remove stingers
5. For mass stinging 

incidents or allergic 
reactions - call 911.

Be proactive
1. Beekeepers are on the front lines of 

defense—beekeepers are part of the 
solution, not the problem.

2. Maintain lines of communication
between local beekeepers, first 
responders, and local officials.

3. Educate others!
4. Become a beekeeper!

Remember – most people will never 
even notice that AHB have arrived! 
Their lives will not be impacted!

For more information – http://www.ent.uga.edu/bees/
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Many thanks to

David R. Tarpy
Assistant Professor and Extension Apiculturist
Department of Entomology, North Carolina State University
david_tarpy@ncsu.edu

Keith Delaplane, 
UGA Professor of Entomology - ksd@uga.edu


