
The Benefits and Hazards of Bee and Wasps 

 
Much has been written in recent years about the importance of bees.  Honeybees as well as thousands 

of species of native bees provide pollination services for much of the plant world.  Gathering pollen and 

nectar to take back to their hives, bees move some of the pollen from anther to pistil, effectively 

fertilizing the plant so that a seed may form.  In the early part of summer, our gardens have been filled 

with the buzzing of bees visiting the flowers of raspberry plants, strawberry plants, tomato plants and 

others, doing their good work.  As beneficial as bees are to the plant world and to humans, they do have 

stingers to protect themselves and can inflict pain on unsuspecting humans.  Fortunately, bees are not 

very aggressive, unless they are protecting their nests.  Left unbothered, they will peacefully share the 

garden with us. 

Wasps, on the other hand, can be very aggressive and are able to sting multiple times (honey bees die 

after they sting once).  Though wasps do provide benefits (they are important predators of pest insects, 

laying their eggs inside them, or preying on them and bringing them back to their nests for their young), 

they can also create a great inconvenience to humans.   The most common and probably the most 

annoying wasp is the yellow jacket (hornets, yellow jackets and other wasps are all grouped together as 

wasps, differentiated from bees by a skinny waist and lack of hair).  As the summer progresses, the 

yellow jacket’s interests  turn from preying on other insects to finding protein and sugars inside garbage 

cans, on picnic plates and in soda cans.  These wasps can also wreak havoc on garden fruit and berries. 

Bee and wasp stings both may cause tremendous discomfort.  Much worse, if the person stung has an 

allergy to the toxin in the stinger, anaphylactic shock may result, causing a restriction of the airway.  If 

untreated with an epinephrine (Epi-pen) injection, death could result. 

What should you do about this potential hazard?  First maintain an awareness of the risks.  If you are 

allergic, carry an Epi-pen.  Antihistamines kept on hand could alleviate mild symptoms.  Be aware of a 

progressing reaction and head to the emergency room quickly if necessary.  In the event of a bee sting, 

scrape off or pinch off the stinger (wasps generally do not lose their stinger).  Ice the sting area.  Some 

say that applying meat tenderizer will alleviate the effects. 

To reduce the risk of yellow jacket problems, use preventative techniques.  Make sure that you cover 

trash cans tightly, don’t leave garbage where it can be accessed by the yellow jackets.  Be careful when 

you set down a partially full pop can.  When you pick it up, it may have a yellow jacket in it.   Rinse out 

empty pop cans before disposing of them. 

Find the nest.  Yellow jackets often nest in the ground and may be seen flying in and out of a hole.  You 

may inadvertently find the nest while mowing or weedwhacking. If you can cover the entrance (tightly) 

with a glass bowl for several days, you may be successful in killing them.  The internet is awash with 

additional ideas for eliminating nests.   

Hang traps to catch them.  Use a store bought trap or, to make you own, cut off the top third of a plastic 

water bottle, invert it and reattach it to the bottom part, fill with 2 inches of water and bait with a small 



amount of meat in spring and early summer, switching to sugar later in summer.  The wasps will fly in 

through the small opening and not be able to leave.  Most bees will leave these traps alone.  

Bees and wasps both provide benefits to us.   It is important to keep that in mind as we learn to live with 

them.  However, as the sting of these insects can cause us discomfort and even lethal danger, we must 

balance the need for the benefits they provide with the need to stay safe and comfortable. 

Here are two links to websites with more information about bees and wasps: 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5306468.pdf 
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