
Bee stings pose a high risk, as do the 
stings of the rest of the Hymenoptera Order of 
insects, such as hornets, yellow jackets, wasps, 
and ants ï particularly fire ants. The venom 
from these insects, once injected in humans 
through stinging, can trigger a deadly allergic 
reaction called anaphylactic shock. In the 
United States, 40-100 anaphylactic deaths oc-
cur yearly as the result of an estimated 1.3 mil-
lion to 13 million people allergic to insect stings. 
Moreover, in people who have had a reaction to 
an insect sting, 30% to 60% will have a repeat 
reaction that is severe as or more severe than 
the first episode. Keep in mind, not all the      
insects have the same level of aggression.   
Statistics show that 95% of stings are from  
honeybees and yellow jackets. 

 
More than 700 species of bees exist in 

the Eastern United States, and not all of them 
sting. Additionally, only the females have sting-
ers, and they sting only when provoked. In the 
following part of the article, we propose to   
identify and describe the most common   
stinging bees  in Pennsylvania:   
                                                                                  
Honey bees  ï Apis mellifera: 
 

 The media widely reported recent losses 
of commercial honeybee colonies all over the 
world. The honeybeeôs commercial importance 
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results from pollination services ($15 billion in 
U.S.) and honey production ($161 million for 
the U.S., with $2 million in PA).  Besides  
manufactured hives, honeybee colonies can 
take residence in hollow trees or, less desir-
able for us, in walls, attics or other weather-
proofed manmade spaces.  Honeybee colo-
nies are perennial, unlike the rest of the bee 
species or social wasps in America.  Hair, as 
a pollen-gatherer characteristic, covers the 
honeybeeôs body. Depending on the species, 
their body color can range from yellowish-
brown to black with a length of 2/5 to 3/5 
inches.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The female honeybee, unlike the rest 
of the bees, is highly adapted to mammal pre-
dation. It has a barbed stinger that, once 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anaphylactic


victimôs skin, continuing to pump venom for two 
to three minutes. This will kill the honeybee but 
ensures a better hive defense, being still advan-
tageous to the sacrificed defender since survi-
vors will perpetuate its genes. In order to avoid 
exposure to a higher quantity of venom, the vic-
tim should quickly scrape the stinger in a single, 
swift sideways movement. Pinching out the 
stinger is not desired, since this maneuver will 
pump more venom. 
 
Bumble bees  ï Bombus spp.: 

 In Pennsylvania, there are 6 species of 
true bumblebees and 2 species of "Cuckoo" 
bumblebees. They are annual and, except for 
the young fertilized queens, the colony will die 
in the winter. Bumblebees produce honey 
(some claim it is a higher quality than honeybee 
honey) in such small quantities (a few ounces 
per colony) that it is of no commercial interest. 
However, bumblebees are excellent pollinators 
and experts value their services, combined with 
the rest of non-managed bees, at about 3 billion 
dollars. 
 

 Bumblebees were first reared for     
commercial purposes two decades ago in    
Holland.. Currently, specialized companies sell 
bumblebee colonies for greenhouse and field 
production. Because of the closer human-
bumblebee interaction in greenhouses, the    
incidence of bumblebee stings is higher. How-
ever, bumblebees are docile and stings    
mostly occur when their nests are disturbed,   
or when they get caught in between clothing     
and skin.   

 Being very opportunistic insects, bumble-
bees will take over almost any cavity, under or 
above ground, as long as it is protected from 
dampness and extreme temperatures. Their 
body is plump and covered in a thick furry coat 
of hairs, with yellow, white, orange or red and 
black stripes. There are significant size          
differences in between workers, and workers 
and males. An average size bumblebee worker 
is 1/2 to 1 inch long. Since the stinger is not 
barbed, the bumblebee can sting repeatedly, 
but the volume of venom per sting is usually 1/5 
to 1/2 of the honeybeeôs venom quantity. 
 
Carpenter bees ï Xylocopa spp.  

 Because of their size and coloration, the 
carpenterbee and bumblebee are easily       
confused. One simple way to tell one from     
another is by observing their abdomens. While 
hair fully covers the bumblebee body, the     
carpenterbee has a virtually hairless and shiny 
abdomen. Another major difference is that while 
the carpenterbee is able to drill holes in your 
deck, the bumblebee cannot. Furthermore, 
even though the carpenterbee shares the nest 
with its daughters, it is not social and thus will 
not start a colony as a bumblebee queen would. 
  
 In the United States, there are five spe-
cies of carpenterbee, with two in the Eastern 
United States. Although they can inflict damage 
to wood structures, it is only an aesthetic one 
and not structural, unless their population is nu-
merous. The carpenterbee is a good pollinator 
for open flowers, but proves to be only a robber 
for flowers with deep corollas. If left alone, the 
female carpenterbee is docile. 
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Squash bees  -                                                 

Peponapis spp. and Xenoglossa spp. 

 Squash bees are ñaddictedò exclusively 
to cucurbit plants, such as squash, cucumber, 
pumpkin, muskmelon, zucchini, gourd, etc. 
They burrow long tunnels in undisturbed 
ground, such as along fence lines or field 
edges. There the female will create small rooms 
where she will gather pollen and lay one egg at 
a time. As is the rule for the bee species, the 
males hatch first and lack stingers. The squash 
bee is about the same size as the honeybee or 
smaller, and wears a fuzzy haired grey-brown 
stripped coat. Squash bees sting only when 
provoked. The squash beeôs contribution in cu-
curbits production is extremely  valuable, and 
farmers that encourage them obtain superior 
fruit quality and high  yields. 
 
 Many people mistakenly identify yellow-
jackets, wasps, and hornets as bees. This is 
partly because all of them have stingers. For 
pollination purposes, the beeôs body, in general, 
is covered in hair. They are vegetarian, con-
suming only pollen and nectar. The yellowjack-
ets, wasps, and hornets feed on pest insects 
and their body is free of hair.                                               
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With differing levels of aggression, in-

sects in the Hymenoptera Order will attack 
humans whenever they are or feel threatened. 
The following are some helpful facts to know 
about their  behavior : 
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To avoid bee or wasp attacks, you must take 
preventative measures and pay attention to 
your surroundings, and this will help you more 
than any insecticide. While in some extreme 
cases the use of extermination methods is 
needed, more often common sense is best. 
This is because bees as pollinators and 
wasps and hornets as pest predators are ex-
tremely important for agriculture and the eco-
system.  
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