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Giant Alien Insect .

Invasion Averted —

Canadian Beekeepers
Thwart Apicultural Disaster

(...or at least the Zom-bee Apocalypse)

by Conrad Bérubé

(Sununary: In August of 2019, two
specimens of an unusually large wasp
were collected in Nanaimo, British Co-
fumbia, by a beekeeper who suspected
them 1o be new 1o the area. By mid-Sep-
tember, another four had been collected
nearby and were confirmed., by provin-
cial and international specialists, to be
the first confirmed specimens of Vespa
mandarinia collected in North America.
With location information supplied to
them by the provincial apiculiurist, local
heekecepers were able to locate the nest.
The entire colony and brood combs were
successfully removed and destroyed on
September 18, 2019, in what they hoped
was the eradication of a nascent iniro-
duction of an invasive species. Specimens
were preseived and forwarded 10 the pro-
vincial apiculturist for distribution to re-
search institutions.)

very few decades there seems
Eto be a spate of sci-fi movies fo-

cusing on social insects. In the
1950s, there was “Them” (gi-ants),
“The Wasp Woman” (royal-jelly con-
coction transforms cosmetics queen
into a were-wasp succubus), in the
70’s “Killer Bees” (pretty self-explan-
atory) and “The Swarm” (rampaging
honey bees ravaging Houston are
ultimately defeated by a giant refrig-
erator), and, most recently, “Antman
and the Wasp” (which, at least, casts
our insect sistren in a more favour-
able light). Giant insects seem to hold
a particular fascination for the human
psyche ... and | have recently had
my own close encounter with a plus-
sized alien arthropod that threatened
to invade our tranquil shores here on
Vancouver Island in British Colum-
bia. But a bespoke band of beekeep-
ers beat back the bee-eating beagties
by besieging their burrowed bunker. |
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used a lot of b’s there — but we saved
a lot of bees here.

The Asian Giant Hornet (AGH),
Vespa mandarinia, is the largest euso-
cial wasp in the world, being from
1% inches (3.5 ¢m) in length for work-
ers to about 2 inches (4-5 ¢m) for
queens. Think of a wasp the size of
a small bird. In fact, one of the com-
mon names of this beast translates as
“sparrow hornet.” Nepal is the north-
western extremity of its native range
which extonds, from there, east across
to Japan, and south to the limits of
tropical southeast Asia. Like other
members of the genus, V. mandarinia
is a sccial carnivore which preys on
many insects but, in particular, on
other social insects, especially honey

Parody movie
poster
(Conrad Bérubé)
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bees. Thus, in North America, the
AGH is considered an undesirable,
and potentially invasive, species —
somewhat ironic as honey bees them-
selves are an import to the Western
Hemisphere and were an invasive
species compared to the bee species
native to the Americas. Of course,
honey bees have become an integral
part of the managed pollination upon
which many crop systems depend in
North American agriculture.

The Eastern honey bee, Apis cerana,
shares its native range with V. man-
darinia and has evolved a unique
defense strategy against the hornet.
When under attack by scouting hor-
nets the guard bees retreat into the
interior of their nest, rather than rai-
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The author extracting CO2 anesthetized
V. mandarinia from ground nest (Photo:
Moufida Holubeshen)

reconnaissance stroll on the evening
of September 18. Their deductions
led them to a wooded path that is
annexed to Robins Park in the south
western portion of Nanaimo. While
walking along the path, John Hol-
ubeshen was suddenly stung through
his shirt. He described the initial pain
from the sting as “like being kicked
in the chest.” In the fading light, the
couple was able to discern a flight
path of the hornets leading to the
entrance of a ground nest. (The spe-
cies nests exclusively in underground
cavities, often abandoned rodent dens
or, as in this case, natural fissures such
as those formed by the uprooting of
trees.) John had been stung while
about 15 feet (5 m)away from the oth-
erwise undisturbed colony.

The Holubeshens retreated home
to administer antihistamines to John
and to assemble an impromptu rapid
response team. They contacted Peter
Lange, who had been coordinating
communications and location infor-
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mation, and me, as | have experience,
and equipment for, collecting entire
colonies of several species of yellow
jackets for the pharmaceutical prepa-
ration of desensitization serum. (I
also have extensive experience work-
ing with defensive African-derived
strains of honey bees both in Africa
and the Americas — see American
Bee Journal articles of July and Au-
gust 1989, May and June 2003, Sep-
tember 2009, January 2010, and Feb-
ruary 2010 available at http://www3.
telus.net/conrad/bees.htm and http://
beesforbabar.org/publications.htm.)
As Moufida and [ are both provincial
employees in the natural resource sec-
tor, although not in conducting inva-
sive species management, we try to
kcep abreast of related government
bulletins and we were aware of a pest
alert issued for the AGH. We were
also sensitive about ensuring that
our actions were in compliance with
provincial regulations. So Moufida
contacted the provincial apiculturist
to see if he had any objections to our
plan to dig out the hornets. He agreed
that rapid eradication was warrant-
ed — in the hopes of destroying the
nest before reproductive males and
females could disperse from the nest.
(As for other eusocial wasps, nests are
annual, founded by a single reproduc-
tive female or “gyne,” which mates
in the fall and then overwinters in a
sheltered locale from which she seeks
a nesting site in the spring.)
Gathering near the nest site, our
rapidly assembled team girded up
in standard beekeeping equipment.
Since I was to conduct the actual ex-
traction, I also bore additional protec-
tion — including two pairs of pants
— as well as a Kevlar vest and brac-

V. mandarinia
workers
(Photo:

Conrad Bérubé)

V. mandarinia life stages in extracted
comb (Photo: Conrad Bérubé)

ers of the type commonly used to
guard against chainsaw injury — or
the zombie apocalypse. Nonethe-
less, while making an unsuccessful
attempt to vacuum hornets at the
nest entrance using a battery oper-
ated handi-vac (the hornets proved
too large to fit through the nozzle), 1
was stung four times and then, dur-
ing the extraction, at least another
three times. Two of those stings drew
blood that resulted, ultimately, in kill-
ing off lentil-sized chunks of flesh
(so far, the tissue death has spread
no further and I have evaded turn-
ing into a zombie). However, all the
punctures were from “false stings,”
through clothing, which generally
prevents the delivery of a full load
of venom. Nonetheless, the initial
pain was like having red hot thumb
tacks driven into the flesh. Although
I didn’t swell up much (I normally
don’t from beestings either), with no
medication beyond 400 mg of ibupro-
fen taken about 6 hours post-sting, |
suffered rather throbbing muscular
aches in the legs — similar to that of
flu — which lasted approximately 24
hours. It is possible that individuals
who are not beekeepers, like John and
me, who have developed some toler-
ance to hymenopteran venom, would

Clockwise from top: V. mandarinia
worker, V. mandarinia queen, Apis mel-
lifera worker, Vespula germanica worker
(Photos: Conrad Bérubé)
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My wife says, as a poet, I do pretty
well at expelling entire species from
the continent ...

Editor’s note: In late December the first
report of Vespa mandarinia was con-
firmed in Washington State (See “News
and Events” in this issue).
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