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Each spring, Wisconsin receives an estimated 40,000 hives from Florida, Texas, Mississippi 
and California to pollinate our cranberries, apples and many other fruits and vegetables. An 
estimated one third of all our food relies on honey bees pollination. As trucks loaded with hive 
boxes make their way through the state, there is a risk of a vehicle crash, or overturned truck.  
Not only are first responders faced with possible injured victims, thousands of angry, stinging 
bees are on hand to complicate an urgent situation.  
 
Questions have been recently raised concerning Africanized Honey bees being among those 
hives from other states and posing an increased risk to first responders.   
 
It is possible that AHB may hitch a ride to Wisconsin with the transported hives even though 
state law requires that honey bees must be certified as European if they come from an area 
infested with AHB.  While Africanized bees are often more aggressive, the only way to 
distinguish between AHB and the more common European variety is to test them in a lab. 
 
In an emergency situation involving bees, it really doesn’t matter if the bees are Africanized or 
very angry European honey bees, the risks to first responders are the same but there are 
appropriate safety precautions to follow to protect yourself and manage the bees.  
 
Emergency responders involved in a mass stinging incident are encouraged to collect a sample 
of the bees (about 50 are needed) and sent the sample to the Department of Agriculture, Trade 
and Consumer Protection’s Plant Industry laboratory.  If possible, place the bees in a container 
with alcohol or freeze them. Safety is the first priority. Only personnel wearing appropriate bee 
protection gear should attempt to collect a sample. Ship the honey bee samples to DATCP-
Plant Industry Lab, Apiary Program, 4702 University Ave., Madison WI 53705. 
 
A Guide for Fire Fighters and Rescue Personnel 
 
The following information was taken from the United States Department of Agriculture-
Agricultural Research Service web site.  According to the web site, rescue personnel can help 
people under attack by using (with slight modification) equipment and materials common on fire 
trucks, ambulances and hazardous materials response vehicles.  
 
This guide can also be used to protect people from swarms of wasps and domestic honey bees, 
which to the naked eye are indistinguishable from the AHB. 

Protective Clothing 

Conventional heavy turnout gear worn by most fire fighters protects all areas of the body except 
the head and neck.  Consequently, veils are essential, but they must be adapted to the 
headgear worn.  Bee veils are available from beekeeping supply houses.  Mosquito veils can be 
obtained from military surplus and sporting goods stores.  Seal the veil at top and bottom with 
string or duct tape.  Tape should also be used around the waist, wrists and ankles, and to close 
any other gaps.  Leather areas of turnout gear, such as gloves, may antagonize the bees. 
Plastic or rubber gloves are best.  



Disposable hazardous materials suits, such as those made of Chemrel R, Saranex R or Tyvek 
R, provide good protection, especially if worn over street clothing or uniforms.  

Reflective aluminum suits work but may limit movement, and veils and duct tape are still 
needed.  

Wetting Agents 

Bees are easily immobilized and killed by wetting agents (surfactants) - including commercial 
liquid dishwashing detergent.  Non-foaming fire control chemicals and fire fighting foams with 
surfactant characteristics such as the aqueous film-foams (AFFF) also work.  

Not all commercially available products have been tested, but most such wetting agents should 
be equally effective.  Chemicals tested so far include: original Palmolive dishwashing liquid, 9-
55 R fire control chemical, Silv-ex R foam concentrate and FC-600 Light Water brand 
ATC/AFFF.  All had a light but distinctive odor.  A one percent solution was sufficient to 
immediately immobilize honey bees and apparently kill them within 60 seconds.  

Clearly, human and animal safety must be the most important consideration.  The U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency has conditionally approved detergents for use against 
Africanized Honey Bees.  

Victim Rescue 

After arriving at a site, rescue personnel first should assess the situation from within their 
vehicles.  Then they should retreat several hundred yards, put on protective clothing and move 
any onlookers to a safe distance.  

Each situation is unique, but to rescue a victim, two things must be done as quickly as possible: 
establish an adequate insect barrier, and neutralize the insects’ alarm odor - which consists of 
chemical components of venom that enable more bees to find and attack the victim.  

Fire and rescue units responding with standard fire fighting equipment can quickly accomplish 
both objectives by using water plus a non-toxic wetting agent.  

Using standard fire fighting procedures, set up a line with an educator capable of delivering a 
one to three percent spray of one of the foaming/wetting agents and a nozzle capable of 
delivering a wide fan patter.  A light initial application to the victim will stop the attack by most of 
the insects on or near the victim within 60 seconds.  These insects, unable to fly, will begin to 
suffocate and can be quickly brushed aside.  

If an obvious line of insect flight can be determined, a vertical wall of spray 20 to 30 feet in the 
air should intercept further flight activity.  Or, the nozzle can be inverted near the victim to 
provide a curtain of safety.  

Rescuers wearing proper protective gear then can carry a victim into a house, van or 
ambulance for treatment and transport.  Many bees, however, will follow to continue their attack.  



In a house, vacuum up bees attracted to windows by light.  In a rescue vehicle, drive away and 
then roll down the windows and chase the insects out. Turning on the air conditioner at full 
power also helps calming the bees down.  

Sting Removal 

Once the victim is protected, remove stings as quickly as possible.  Otherwise, the white, 
translucent, venom sac - with its nerves and muscles attached - will continue to pump venom 
into the wound for a minute or more.  Removing the victim’s outer layer of garments may help 
because stings embedded through the fabric will be dislodged in the process.  

The best way to remove stings is to simply scrape them away with a fingernail, credit card or 
similar instrument.  Never pinch, tweeze or otherwise attempt to pull stings out, as this will 
simply inject the remaining contents of the venom sacs.  

After sting victims have been cared for, rescuers should launder the bees’ alarm-odor chemical 
from suits, veils and equipment.  

Training 

Fire and rescue personnel should familiarize themselves with normal activities of stinging social 
insects in their area.  Local bee experts or beekeepers can provide extremely valuable advice 
and assistance, particularly when unusual situations arise.  All states have active beekeeper 
organizations, as do many local communities, and they usually welcome requests for 
assistance. The contact information for the Wisconsin Honey Producers Association is listed 
below.  

Most beekeeper groups would welcome an invitation to help develop training exercises, where 
bees would be used to simulate an actual attack and allow rescuers an opportunity to practice 
their skills.  In addition, a training video is also available for emergency personnel (see 
Resources.)  
 
Resources 
 
USDA-ARS website 
Information on Africanized honey bees, location maps, "A Guide for Fire Fighters and Rescue 
Personnel."  http://ars.usda.gov/Research/docs.htm?docid=11059&page=5&pf=1&cg_id=0 
 
Emergency Training Video  
AI Root Company sells a training video on how to respond to Honey Bee Emergencies. Item # 
X218V - $31.00.  Phone: 800.289.7668 or 330.725.6677, Fax: 330.725.5624 
http://www.beeculture.com/store/. 
 
Wisconsin Suppliers for Bee Veils and other Beekeeping Equipment: 
 
Dadant & Sons, Inc., Branch Manager: Lee Heine, P.O. Box 331, Off U.S. Hwy 16, Watertown, 
WI 53094, Phone: 920-261-5363, fax inquiries and orders:920-261-2309 
http://www.dadant.com/catalog/ 
 
Lapps Bee Supply, Reeseville WI Phone: 920-927-3848 or 800-321-1960 



 
 
Beekeeping Contacts 
 
Wisconsin Honey Producers Association 
Andy Hemken, President 
W229 S7120 Guthrie School Road 
Big Bend, WI  53103 
262-662-2843 
andy@hemkenhoney.com 
andyhemken@wihoney.com 
 
Anette Phibbs 
DATCP Apiary and Plant Industry Lab 
4702 University Ave.  
Madison, WI 53705 
Phone: (608) 266-7132 
Fax:   (608) 266-5855 
email: Anette.Phibbs@datcp.state.wi.us 
 
Liz Meils 
DATCP Apiary Program 
2811 Agriculture Dr. 
Madison WI 53708-8911 
Phone: (608) 224-4572 
Fax: (608) 224-4656 
Email: Elizabeth.Meils@datcp.state.wi.us 
 
 


