Diagnostic project OK’d
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Beaverlodge Research Farm technician Andony Melathopoulos examines an isolated diseased bee colony at the Beaverlodge Research Farm on Monday. Researchers isolates diseased bees to further study their illness. 
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With the approval of $925,360 in funding from the Rural Alberta Development Fund, the Centre for Research and Innovation has teamed with the Beaverlodge Research Farm to create a new one-stop shop for all honeybee diagnostics.
The program will research honeybee mortality across Alberta and the country. The new initiative at the federal research farm will study the three main contributors to honeybee mortality: Pests, pathogens and parasites.
"It's difficult for beekeepers to know exactly what is killing their bees (and) this diagnostic program will help farmers narrow down the problem," said Bruce Rutley, executive director of the CRI, based at the regional college. 
"We hope our diagnostics program will be able to help reduce bee mortality right across Canada."
Between 2003 and 2009, there were 605,288 bee colonies in Canada, 237,060 of which were in Alberta. Since Alberta hosts more than one-third of the nation's colonies, their wellbeing is crucial to the industry.
"The Peace Country makes up for about 40% of the Alberta beekeeping industry. Alberta is a major honey producer. It's important to have this type of research facility located in the heart of the region; it will strengthen beekeeping economics," said Rutley. 
In 2006, the bee mortality rate rose from 15% to 40%. At the time, Canada had no designated research facility to monitor bee fatality; it is unknown what spiked the increase. 
"A big chunk of the colonies in Canada are in Alberta, so 2006 was a big loss to the industry nationally. Having some kind of national diagnostics centre may allow a collection of background information on the health of bees," said research farm technician Andony Melathopoulos.
"When a loss occurs, the research can point out what has changed from the years before, when the bees were healthy." 
If the mortality rate continues to increase, it will have a serious effect on bee economics as well as Alberta's agricultural system.
"This extends outside of beekeeping. One of the largest industries in Alberta is the production of hybrid canola seed. The production of that seed requires a lot of bee colonies in southern Alberta to pollinate," Melathopoulos explained.
"Those high losses can have an impact on one of the biggest field crops in Canada. The loss of colonies locally can have an effect on agriculture broadly."
"This bee diagnostics program adds another piece to the puzzle," Rutley said. "The college already has a Beekeeper Technician program, and now we have the bee diagnostics facility. Together we have a centre of excellence for beekeeping that will service the industry very well.
"Our vision is to help attain the international recognition the Beaverlodge Research Farm deserves relative to the beekeeping industry."
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