Interview with Tom Theobald, Colorado Bee-Farmer - by Phil Chandler
Listen to the full Audio Podcast online at:  http://biobees.libsyn.com
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Tom Theobald, 58,  has been a small-scale honey producer in Boulder County Colorado since 1975 and  keeps a hundred hives. He does not practice industrial, migratory beekeeping.

Q: When did you first notice a problem with your bees and pesticides

A: Well, I’ve always been concerned about pesticides; you’re not a serious beekeeper unless you pay attention to that. My direct concern with Clothianidin goes back to 2006.
I’ve been concerned about the neo-nicotinoids from the beginning but I have had high bee-losses ever since varroa showed up here in Boulder County, in 1995. Well, in the Spring of 2006 I sat down in a bee-yard where I had very high losses and it looked like there was a sudden contraction of the brood nest from say ‘basketball size’ to ‘softball size’  (ten inches diameter to 4 inches diameter); I could see a rim of pollen around what had been the original perimeter of that larger brood-nest.

What appeared to have happened was that a smaller bunch of bees survived for a portion of the winter but they were just too few to make it and they ultimately died.

The question is: What’s going on here?
Well, concurrent with that, one of the things I noticed in the summer, was that I wasn’t seeing mites – I wasn’t seeing a high population of mites. So I decided – because of the expense – and because my numbers were so down – that after the harvest I was going to go through each colony individually – and I was only going to treat those ones where I actually found varroa mites.

So after the harvest – on the 8th October, I started going through the first bee-yard, and I find that colony after colony is broodless! At that time of the year, here, in Colorado, we should still have a large brood-nest, covering several frames, the size of a basketball.

Well, it was a gloomy day and I couldn’t go through them all in detail, so I came back three days later and went through each of those colonies in greater detail – and what I found was that every one of them had a healthy, active, young and fuzzy, perfectly normal queen. So what’s going on??
I started to sort through the possibilities in my own mind, and the trail led me to Clothianidin. 

Q: HOW DID YOU MAKE THAT CONNECTION TO CLOTHIANIDIN?

Because of the symptoms and because of the characteristics of Clothianidin, because of the concerns I already had about its use as a seed-treatment. 

My hypothesis was that Clothianidin passed through the plant into the pollen; bees work corn (maize) extensively here because it’s such a rich protein source and they store a considerable surplus. Now as you probably know, bees will always use fresh pollen rather than stored pollen, if they are given the option. So as soon as the corn passes the ‘tassel stage’ – and stops producing pollen – the bees go back to collecting whatever ‘the pollen of the day’ is, and that continues until about the third week in September, when the natural pollen spectrum begins to shrink. Now they start tapping that stored corn pollen; they start feeding it to the queen via Royal jelly and feeding it to the larvae. And it does exactly what the research tells us it’s going to do: it disrupts the fertility of the queen and the viability of the brood. 

Q: So, we’ve got a substance here called Clothianidin – which is one of the neo-nicotinoids made by Bayer. Clothianidin is used as a seed dressing and it becomes part of the plant; it’s a systemic insecticide that soaks into the plant, so that every part of the plant become toxic to insects. That’s its purpose, that’s what it’s about: pest control from the very heart of the plant. The bees collect the pollen from these plants and store it in the hive in the comb around the brood nest – and when the time comes, they work down into that stored pollen and they feed it to the queen as royal jelly – and the queen – according to your experience – stops laying eggs. Is that about right Tom?
A: Well, she stops laying eggs, OR she stops laying viable brood – we’re not sure which at this point. And the workers feed the contaminated pollen to the larvae and the larvae probably die – so you have what I call ‘the break in the Fall (Autumn) Brood Cycle’ .
Now, that’s significant; normally, beekeepers in the USA wouldn’t go into their colonies in such detail at that time of the year. We’ve worked with them all summer, we know which hives are the weak ones, and we take a look, we pop the cover, and we see a good healthy population, bees flying, they’re nice and healthy – so we kiss ‘em goodnight for the winter. OK? 

We would never  have SEEN that break in the brood cycle, because we wouldn’t typically go into the colonies at that time of the year. Now, what’s happened, because of that gap in the brood cycle, that’s the time of the year when the bees are producing the ‘winter bees’.
Winter Bees are physiologically different than the summer bees, and that good population we are seeing is primarily the Summer Bees; they are gonna come to the end of their natural life fairly soon – and when they do – there are no Winter Bees to replace them, because there’s been this gap in the brood cycle.  THAT’S THE COLLAPSE !
That is the expression of CCD in my part of the country under my circumstances.  I think it can express itself in a number of ways, however, I think this is very common. 
There are 88 million acres of corn (maize) in the United States; it’s the leading crop in this country. 
Q: We in the UK don’t think of maize as being much of a crop – not one that’s important to bees for pollen, but you are saying that it’s very different in the USA?
A: At that time of year, when the corn is pollinating, it is the richest source of pollen available.
Q: So that is what the bees are going to go to? It’s not like they have a choice between corn, canola or wildflowers?  The choice is corn, or nothing?
A: They’ve got a choice of other things, but the corn tassels are by far the richest source of pollen – and bees are opportunists you know. I’m surprised that bees over there in Europe don’t utilise it in the same way?
Q: Well we don’t have much Maize in the UK and we don’t tend to think of it as a major pollen provider for bees.  We also don’t have the sheer scale of monoculture here that you have over there. You have vast fields of corn, where we tend to have it on a much smaller scale.
A: The area I’m in is probably much more similar to what you have in the UK –we have a variety of plants growing, it’s not like the huge monocultures you might find in Iowa or California –it’s a pretty variable environment.   The question for me was: 

What’s going on here?

The trail led to Clothianidin (used on corn near his hives), so I started doing some investigation on the internet and I uncovered a series of EPA memoranda that outlined the way Clothianidin had been considered and handled; and it was a very revealing trail.     I’ve written about that – everything is available on the Boulder County Beekeepers website. The article I wrote for the July 2010 issue of Bee Culture – where I laid this story out – and what my concerns were – all the memos are there; the press release is there. So everything is there and people don’t have to accept my judgement, they can go to:

http://www.bouldercountybeekeepers.org/   
and they can read all of that and come to their own conclusions.  The whole story is there.

So anyway Clothianidin was given a ‘conditional registration’ in 2003. Initially the scientists at the EPA felt that it should have a ‘chronic life-cycle study’ done prior to registration because of the experience with Imidacloprid in France; they were concerned about the effect (of another neo-nicotinoid) on the bees. And quite reasonably they said that there should be a life-cycle study before it was registered.  Well, two months later the next memo says:

“upon further consideration” – they’d obviously ‘had their attitudes adjusted’ and they agreed to go along with a ‘conditional registration’ – the conditions being that they required the completion of this ‘life cycle study’ in the first growing season and delivery of that study to the EPA by December of the following year (2004). 

In itself this was very generous. These were serious questions (over bee-safety) – but they released it to the market anyway! And the interesting thing is it doesn’t appear that there was some overwhelming scourge of insects that stimulated this ‘rush to the market’. The argument has been made, that the reason that this was pushed onto the market was because the patent was about to run-out on Imidacloprid. So we’ve been subjected to all these questions and all these potential damages to protect Bayer’s market share!

Q: When you say ‘their attitudes were adjusted’ – what do you think the process was about how their attitudes were adjusted.
Well, ‘on further consideration’ – they decided to go along with ‘conditional registration’ and this has become ‘common practice’. 

I asked the EPA : “How many ‘conditional registrations’ had been given in the last 15 years and it appears that since 1997 there were 94 active pesticides which were released to the market – 70% of them under ‘conditional registration’. Which means there are questions of unknown magnitude with regard to these pesticides being released to the market – and in the case of Clothianidin that was a huge question!   So anyway the life-cycle study wasn’t completed; after delays there were requests (from Bayer) for extensions. It wasn’t completed until three years later in August 2006. The EPA didn’t even review it for another 15 months despite the controversy – they sat on it for 15 months, and finally concluded that it was ‘scientifically sound’. This cleared the way for the full registration of Clothianidin.
So this was a key piece of the Science.  This was the issue which the National Resources Defence Council (NRDC) sued over, the following August. Because of prompting from beekeepers the NRDC started sniffing around and the first thing they enquired of the EPA was ‘where’s the study?’.

The EPA ignored them. So then they filed a Freedom of Information Request and the EPA let the time run-out. And the NRDC ultimately, in August of 2008 sued for this ‘missing study’.  Just prior to that, I was working independently – I didn’t know what they were doing – I discovered the ‘missing memo’ – the approval of the study and the study itself – and again that’s on the Boulder Beekeepers website and people can read it for themselves. 

THE BAYER FIELD STUDY

The study consisted of just FOUR colonies of bees, on a two and a half acre plot planted from treated seed – canola (oilseed rape); but the bees were free to range over thousands of acres of untreated crops. The conclusion was: “No problem with Clothianidin!”
 . . . WELL OF COURSE THERE WAS NO PROBLEM””  Yeh, what a surprise – exactly!
So then, just before Thanksgiving I got a call from an EPA employee – then I wrote the article in the July issue of Bee Culture and I outlined some of the things we just talked about – and called into question the validity of the Study. So I got a call before Thanksgiving saying:

“Tom, we wanted you to know that Bayer has applied for approval for its seed dressing for Clothianidin on mustard and cotton.”

The scientists went back – partly because of my article – and they reviewed the original study – and they said that it was NOT scientifically sound.  Well this invalidates the very study which led to the registration of Clothianidin. Then we filed a Press Release on December 8th, sent a letter to EPA Director Lisa Jackson and that began this whole current furore over whether Clothianidin should continue to be sold. On what basis is it registered now?  

Q: Where have you got to in that questioning process? What’s the response of the EPA?
A: In a radio interview a couple of weeks ago I said their response has been they want to play ‘high stakes scrabble’! They want to argue over ‘the definition of words’  They posted their response on their website and it’s basically an evasion!  They’re questioning whether this was a ‘core study’ or not? But you can conclude that for yourself. You can go back through the memos and you can see the critical role that this study had and you can conclude, on your own, whether this was a ‘core study’ or not. Now they’re saying “Oh, it didn’t matter” . It was THE study that led to the registration of this pesticide. It’s already had EIGHT GROWING SEASONS on the market – as I said, it’s a ‘get out of jail free card’ 
Q: It sounds like Bayer and the EPA have been playing for time, trying to get a re-examination of the evidence? Delaying the issue for as long as they possibly can for commercial reasons?
A: Well, apparently, the EPA has tried to sweep it under the rug, and if you look at Bayer’s public response, they completely ignore the fact that the EPA has REJECTED  their study and they claim it was ‘sound science’ and that it was ‘peer reviewed’.  But it doesn’t matter if it was peer-reviewed or not, because the EPA has said “It’s BOGUS”. So Bayer in turn has tried to sweep this under the rug and that’s where it stands as of now.
Q: So what’s the next step? You’ve got yourself and many beekeepers all over the USA who are very upset with the EPA over this issue, but the EPA don’t appear to be responding to your questions. So what’s the next step?
A: I’m not really sure. I think from a societal standpoint we have to resolve these questions. Because the closer we look, the science that has emerged would lead us to believe this is a much more serious problem than even the beekeepers appreciated.
This is a substance that is WATER SOLUBLE. 

It can MIGRATE in groundwater.

It can ACCUMULATE IN SOIL over time with successive plantings of treated seed/.

In many cases it has a HALF LIFE OF YEARS
It damages the nerve receptors of insects and is CUMULATIVE and IRREVERSIBLE
Can I paint a worse picture for you than that?

This is a much more serious problem than we anticipated, and although the ‘bee-problem’ is of considerable magnitude, ( it’s critical to a third of all the agriculture in this country ), this opens up some much more fundamental questions we need to address, such as

· WHAT IS THE ROLE OF A REGULATORY AGENCY LIKE THE EPA?
· What sort of ENVIRONMENTAL DAMAGES should we endure to prop up industrial agriculture?
Much of the need for chemicals like this, that kill everything, could be eliminated by something as simple as crop rotation. One of the reasons that these bugs (pests) have accumulated in such large numbers is that in this country they plant corn, on corn, on corn.

American has just become a corn factory. 

Q: You know in 2002 I attended a British BKA meeting and I advocated crop-rotation; the BBKA’s Chief Technical Advisor stood up and told me that was ‘old fashioned’ and what beekeepers needed was GM crops and more high tech biotechnology.
A: Well  you know this switch to biotech and ‘roundup ready’ and neo-nics and all of this is like a mugger saying ‘We’re not going to stab you or shoot you – we’re only gonna give you cancer’ – and we’re supposed to be happy about that.  I think this is a very pernicious, insidious problem we’re faced with and its not just the chemistry.  This is a problem with regulation and government and the influence of large corporations – this goes to the fundamental questions of civilisation.  A good friend of mine had a very simple test – he’s a commercial beekeeper from Minnesota – Jeff Anderson – and he was travelling from Minnesota to Kentucky through the Wisconsin River Valley and he said ;
“Tom, when was the last time you had to clean the bugs off your windshield?”

He said, I’ve made this trip many times – and in recent years I’ve only had to stop a couple of times to clean the bugs off; there just aren’t any bugs!  

Bayer made $262 million in the USA from Clothianidin last year and I don’t deny them the right to seek a profit – I think the Corporate Model is a good one but I think there have to be controls exercised – because they’re very good at pursuing their own interest to the exclusion of everything else. That’s why we have the EPA in place to keep the balance between the interests of the corporations and the chemical industry – with society as a whole. And they haven’t done that. 

They’ve turned the Environment into the Experiment – and WE are all the experimental SUBJECTS. That’s not the way it’s supposed to work!

And it sounds like they’re doing the same thing in the UK. Very similar to what we’re having over here. 

Interviewer: What’s worse in the UK is that our national Beekeeping Association – the BBKA – appears to be backing the pesticide industry.
A: Well these corporate people are very smooth. The good ones are really good you know – they can present a convincing story . . I WAS ONE OF THEM!  I don’t regret the time I spent with IBM – I met some very interesting people and even as a naive youngster, I knew that if you wanted to know how the world functioned you needed to understand the corporations. And that’s proven to be very true.
It isn’t going to do any good in my view to just petition the authorities – they are just going to ignore it. They’ll just respond with some kind of ‘form letter’ – and that will burn up another year, but I wouldn’t discourage that; people can do that.  It certainly doesn’t hurt, but I don’t expect it to bring any answers. The government’s not going to change. 

The Regulators are not going to change; the corporations are certainly not going to change, unless there is enormous public involvement and public pressure.

I think this is an opportunity for people to seize the moment and see if we can indeed change things. That’s what it’s gonna take. The old processes that we relied  on seem to have failed us. Here in the United States, Congress hasn’t done much; so people must inform themselves, pay attention to some of these stories and the arguments. We need much more Science; the science has to a great degree been stifled. 

You know we talk about people’s role in the corporations, well the researchers have been reluctant to turn over these stones, because most of them work in institutions that feed from the hand of the chemical industry and its not a good career choice to begin raising these questions.

So the science has been stifled by the very process. 

With proper oversight, the corporations CAN carry out the research but without proper oversight you get bad science – like (Bayer’s) chronic lifecycle stuff. And I’m sure there are many others – we’re just seeing a little piece of the picture. 

Interviewer Comment:  In the UK, we have an organisation that offered £100,000 to any university in the country to undertake research into the effect of neonicotinoids on bees. Not one of the major universities would touch it; they finally got ONE research team to consider taking it on; but the scientists insisted they would only do so if complete anonymity was preserved. They were terrified they would lose their other grants if the chemical industry found out they were involved.
Tom Theobald:  I can give you a better one than that. Tom Philpott, GRIST magazine,  did one of the early articles on this. He talked to the EPA  and they referred him to a PR person, who said that they would be a public spokesperson for the EPA ( a public body)  –but they didn’t want their name revealed. I mean, yeh, I don’t know where this is going to go but we have to address these questions, for many, many reasons. 
American beekeeping can’t continue under these conditions. We just won’t make it.

 And ultimately we’ll lose the hobbyists as well because the commercial beekeepers are the heart of the business; they’re the ones that keep the ‘woodenware’ suppliers (hive makers) alive and the queen breeders. If we lose the heart of the business then the hobbyists won’t survive. But you know, every little helps, and you’ve got to get people involved and aware. I believe that’s the only thing that’s going to change anything.

CORPORATISM

There’s a new word that’s come into my vocabulary in recent years: Corporatism

‘Corporatism’ is the flip-side of ‘Fascism’. Fascism is the take-over of Industry by Government – Corporatism is the takeover of Government by Industry – and that’s what we’re seeing in this country I think. And it needs to be moderated. In the best interests of everybody.  
Which is why I said this raises questions that go far beyond just bees and Clothianidin.  This is just ONE chemical. We could deal with this one – it could be taken off the market and the whole neo-nicotinoid family should be taken off the market but if we don’t change the conditions which LED to this, we’ll just be dealing with something else next year.

So it’s going to be an interesting year – and I think we approach a critical time for American beekeeping. The first big test is going to be the almonds. And that’s coming up. 

By the end of January they’ll be moving into the orchards and we’ll see whether they can come up with the bees they need or not. I think there are big questions as to whether they can. I think we could see significant shortfalls. I was talking to one beekeeper and he said his friend had committed 5,000 colonies to the almonds- and it turns out he just cannot supply them – and that’s the problem I face, and most others face.   My business is based on honey sales – I don’t take my bees to California. 

So the question is:

Can I keep enough bees alive to make this operation economically viable?

The bottom line is: you gotta have more money coming in than going out. I don’t know whether I’m gonna make it or not. I may just have to back and work for IBM – (laughs).

Q: Well I hope you can persuade the EPA to take a tougher line in future.
A: Well I think the EPA needs to step forward, take their lumps, admit to what they’ve done wrong and start doing it right. Because the longer they try to cleave to this   that they have – sweeping it all under the rug, dismissing the importance of this study – the more foolish they’re gonna look. Because we’re not going away. It’s not gonna work this time. If the people stick with us and come forward, these tactics that have been used for decades to sweep these things under the rug and ignore them – will not work. They’re gonna have to face the music, and we’re the music!  
NOTES AND RESOURCES

1. Tom Theobald’s article for Bee Culture – “Do We Have a Pesticide Blow Out”
can be downloaded here: http://www.bouldercountybeekeepers.org/articles/PesticideBlowOut.pdf
2.  Beekeepers Ask EPA to Remove Pesticide Linked to Colony Collapse Disorder,
http://www.beyondpesticides.org/pollinators/Clothianidin%20Release_12082010.pdf
3. Clothianidin and CCD – Background Facts

http://www.beyondpesticides.org/pollinators/Backgrounder.pdf
4. Letter to the EPA Demanding Withdrawal of Clothianidin, signed by:

· National Honey Bee Advisory Board 
· American Beekeeping Federation 
· American Honey Producers Association
http://www.beyondpesticides.org/pollinators/EPAltr12082010.pdf
5. Press Article by Tom Philpott: 

'Leaked document shows EPA allowed bee-toxic pesticide despite own scientists’ red flags'

http://www.grist.org/article/food-2010-12-10-leaked-documents-show-epa-allowed-bee-toxic-pesticide-
6. Press Article by Ariel Schwartz

Beekeeper Who Leaked EPA Documents:

 "I Don't Think We Can Survive This Winter"

http://www.fastcompany.com/1709448/interview-with-a-bee-leaker-beekeeper-tom-theobald-discusses-the-epas-bee-toxic-pesticide-co
