Bee Smart Advice for Gardeners

Every gardener knows the importance of bees to their gardens. Without these winged critters, humans could not survive. Therefore, it is imperative that we learn how to share the same space without detriment to each other.

As the wife of a bee keeper, I have grown to feel confident working around active bees and standing close to watch my husband work the hives. My husband is suited up in his bee suit, including veil, but what about the casual gardener? How can one toil safely within close proximity to these natural wonders that we desperately need for our survival?
There are several precautions that you can take in order to avoid being stung by bees. But before we discuss these, I would like to debunk some common myths regarding bees and bee stings. It may surprise you to learn that of the nearly 5,000 species of bees in the U.S., most lead solitary lives and construct their homes (nests) underground or in pithy twigs or abandoned beetle burrows in dead tree branches. Most bees do not belong to a hive. They are very docile and are simply looking for pollen and nectar for themselves and their young. They are not looking to, nor will they, destroy that prize winning flower that you are trying to produce.

There are many myths regarding bee stings also. One that I have heard over and over through the years is that, after your first bee sting reaction, future bee stings double and triple in severity. The fact is that in many research studies, repeated stings over time actually have a lesser reaction not an increased one. Another untruth is that elderly people are more susceptible to a severe reaction than middle-aged people. This is untrue because the older one becomes, the body's histamine production is less. Subsequently, the allergic reaction is less. This is not to say that an anaphylactic reaction cannot occur, although it is rare.

Yet another bee myth is that bees can see and sting in the dark. This is partially true; bees can sting in the dark as a stimulus response reaction. However, they cannot see in the dark. If you are being chased by a swarm of bees during the day, you can decrease their intensity by running to a dark garage or a darkened area of a forest.
A final myth I would like to dispel is that a severe anaphylactic reaction will usually occur in the first 5 to 10 minutes after being stung. The truth is that some anaphylactic reactions occur in the first 15 to 30 minutes, but 60 percent occur in the first hour. The remaining 40 percent occurs in the next 3 to 4 hours. If there is not a severe reaction in 5 hours, the chances are very good that one will not occur.
Okay, enough myth busting, let’s talk about how you can minimize your chances of being stung. Don't wear bright colored clothing while gardening, especially bold floral patterned clothing. For obvious reasons, these clothing colors and patterns attract bees. Wear clothing in neutral earth tones when gardening, like browns, greens and grays. Most gardening gloves for women are made with bright colored floral patterned fabric, while the gardening gloves look nice, they attract bees. Opt for a more masculine type of glove for gardening, it won't be as attractive to bees and will help you avoid getting stung on the hand when you reach for a garden vegetable or flowers. Avoid wearing perfume when gardening, which will attract bees to you. Any floral smell from perfume, soap or lotion will make you a target for the little stingers buzzing around your garden like bees and mosquitoes.
If you notice bees around your flowers, move slowly when performing gardening tasks. Rapid movements seem to agitate bees and make them more likely to sting. Should a bee land on your hand or arm while you are gardening, be still and do nothing. The bee will, in all probability, fly off on it's own without stinging. Initial reaction to a bee landing on us is to flail our hands. This reaction will agitate the bee and get you stung.

Always wear shoes when gardening, to avoid getting stung. Bees and yellow jackets nest in the ground. The soft, mulched soil of a garden is a prime location for yellow jackets nests. Bees prefer a grassy location near your garden for their nests. When gardening, be on the lookout for ground area that has a lot of bee or yellow jacket activity, which will indicate an underground nest.
So what happens if you do get stung by a bee? Symptoms vary from local reactions of pain, redness at the sting site and formation of a wheal (raised bump usually pale in color). Localized itching is common and redness in the first 24 hours can become as large as 12 to 18 inches in diameter. These reactions are initially scary, promoting people to seek medical attention. According to the Merck manual, the average person can tolerate 10 stings per pound of body weight. The average adult can withstand approximately 1,000 stings, whereas an estimated 500 stings can kill a child. Anaphylaxis and death can occur from one sting, if the individual is highly allergic.

Bee sting treatment should start with stinger removal. It was once thought that stingers should be scraped out with a credit card, finger nail, or any such device. Research has shown that the best course of action is to pull the stinger out as soon as possible with your fingers. The remaining venom in the sac of the stinger DOES NOT increase the reaction should you inadvertently push more venom into your wound.

Pull the stinger out. Next use cool compresses or ice. Diphenhydramne (Benadryl) should be given to decrease minimal allergic reactions. If a severe allergic reaction occurs, you must transport immediately and resort to basic life support. In addition to Benadryl, it has been shown that Cimetadine (Tagamet), a H2 blocker, can also help decrease the allergic response.
I hope I have been able to share a bit of bee wisdom with you through this article. Bees and a particular keeper of them have a special place in my heart. Happy safe gardening!
