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Five facts about 
neonicotinoids

Dear editor:
The Ontario Beekeepers’ Association 

 recognizes that issues surrounding the impact 
of neonicotinoids and bee decline are 
 complicated and that people are hearing 
many different things, so we would like to 
take this opportunity to address some of the 
most frequent misunderstandings about 
neonicotinoids.

FACT ONE: 
The primary cause of Ontario’s mass 

bee kills isn’t varroa mites or other risk 
factors. 

Bee health issues such as varroa and 
viruses, while significant, have been  managed 
by beekeepers for many years, but beekeep-
ers cannot manage neonicotinoid usage and 
exposure. It is important to understand that 
neonicotinoids are not separate from the 
other problems facing honey bees - exposure 
to these pesticides actually makes them 
worse. Science tells us that neonicotinoids 
compromise the bees’ immune system, mak-
ing them more vulnerable to viruses and var-
roa; they distort navigation, affecting the 
bees’ capacity to forage; and they reduce the 
diversity of uncontaminated plants, compro-
mising nutrition.

FACT TWO: 
T he  2 012  bee  k i l l s  were  not  a n 

anomaly. 
Canada’s Pest Management Regulatory 

Agency (PMRA) confirmed that in 2012, 
70% of the affected dead bee samples tested 
positive for residues of neonicotinoid 
 insecticides used to treat corn seed. PMRA 
originally thought that the unusual early 
spring weather of 2012 was the cause of 
 incidents of bee kills, and that it was linked 
to the dust created by planting treated corn in 
unusually dry conditions. 

However, the PMRA’s most recent report 
on bee kills in 2013 revises that opinion: “in 
spring 2013, with more typical weather 
 patterns, we continued to receive a signifi-
cant number of pollinator mortality reports 
from both corn and soybean growing regions 
of Ontario and Quebec, as well as Manitoba. 
Consequently, we have concluded that  current 
agricultural practices related to the use of 
neonicotinoid treated corn and soybean seed 
are not sustainable.” We are concerned that 
we will experience the same, or worse, losses 
in 2014.

FACT THREE: 
Ontario’s agriculture is different than 

other provinces. 
Corn and soybeans make up more than 

50% of Ontario’s field crops, both of which 
are heavy users of neonicotinoid pesticides. 
In fact, corn uses at least four times as much 
neonicotinoid pesticides per acre than canola, 
Alberta’s main crop. We also know that 
 neonicotinoid pesticides accumulate in the 
soil, increasing in intensification every year. 
Even untreated plants may take up residues 
of neonicotinoids still present in the soil from 

previous applications. Add to that the signifi-
cant increase in use of neonicotinoids – a US 
study showed a nearly six-fold increase within 
six years – and what you have is a ‘perfect 
storm’ for bee decline in Ontario.

FACT FOUR: 
New Best Management Practices are not 

enough to protect bees. 
Neonicotinoids are systemic, water-soluble 

pesticides applied to seeds. While the dust 
generated from planting coated seeds can 
cause direct mortality of bees, only 2% of the 
active ingredients are released through the 
dust, the remainder is found in pollen, water 
and soil, creating acute and sub-lethal expo-
sure throughout the season and for years to 
come. PMRA’s original registration was 
based on research that measured impact on 
one-year application on virgin ground, they 
didn’t take into consideration the cumulative 
impact of year-after-year applications. As 
well, neonicotinoids aren’t reducing other 
pesticide applications, since many farmers 
apply foliar applications later in the summer, 
on aphids for example. And finally, stronger 
BMP’s were developed by Health Canada this 
year, but we continued to

see acute bee kills associated with the 
planting of neonicotinoid treated corn and 
soybeans. This would indicate that either the 
BMP’s aren’t working or that compliance is 
an issue.

FACT FIVE: 
Colony count doesn’t measure the 

 well-being of honey bees. 
We measure the decline of honey bees by 

counting the losses of colonies that occur 
over the winter. In Ontario, 2012/13 winter 
losses amounted to 37.9% of colonies. This 
figure is very conservative, though, as it 
doesn’t consider additional spring and sum-
mer losses that occur because colonies are 
weak from the sub-lethal effects of  pesticides 
and cannot recover from winter damage. The 
fact that, despite these losses, the number of 
colonies has increased is due to the efforts of 
beekeepers to maintain their stock by divid-
ing surviving colonies. However, the related 
costs of labour, new queens and the replace-
ment of contaminated comb significantly 
erode the ability of an Ontario beekeeper to 
make a living. As well, new hives are less 
productive pollinators and honey producers. 
Honey production is already down 6.5% since 
2010 and some Ontario honey producers are 
reporting up to 50% less production this 
year.

We agree with PMRA’s conclusion that 
current agricultural practices related to 
 neonicotinoid use are not sustainable. Our 
concern is that Ontario’s beekeeping industry 
will not survive another few years of such 
losses.

To review references for the facts in this 
article: www.ontariobee.com/neonic-faq

Dan Davidson, President, 
Ontario Beekeepers’ Association

EastGen Solves. EastGen Leads.
www.eastgen.ca 1-888-821-2150

“We have been using Dairyman’s Defence for about 10 years. We really like the product
because of its ability to kill bacteria therefore lowering our SCC, keeping the teats and
teat ends soft,” notes Curtis McNeil of Heather Holme Holsteins. “We have found EastGen
products are always competitively priced.”
“Wehave been usingHeatWavePlus since itfirst cameavailable.Weuse it for fresh cows
to soften udder edema and find it to be extremely effective for removing swelling from a
quarter due to mastitis. We have found HeatWave Plus to be the most effective product
for removing swelling from quarters caused bymastitis or injuries.”
“Currently we are milking 45 cows with a 42L average (standard milk) 4.5% fat 3.6%
protein and110,000SCC.Without adoubt thequality products that EastGenprovides helps
us to keep our SCC lower and keep our cows healthy and trouble free.”
“The service and quality products of EastGen are a great asset to us at Heather Holme
Holsteins.”

Quality products contribute to lower SCC
and healthy, trouble free cows.
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• Get one-on-one advice from a local technical
specialist

• Use one application for multiple projects in
the 2014 cropping season

• Submit your competitive bid anytime before
November 15, 2013 rather than lining up to
apply for funding

• Apply online with the click of a mouse

Do you have a
stream, shoreline,
wetland, pond or
river on your property?
Is your property located in
the Lake Simcoe Watershed?
If so, this program might
be for you!

Contact OSCIA for more details
at 1-800-265-9751

www.ontariosoilcrop.oorg

Installing eavestroughs
to control water flow

Fencing livestock out
of the watercourse

Improving stream
crossing structures

Planting shrubs and
trees to create buffers

Eligible BMPs Include:
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Water’s Edge
Transformation
Program

519-826-6062
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