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Making Massachusetts bee-Friendly
Bees in massachusetts appear to be busy doing 
what bees do best – at least for the time being.

A year ago, the mysterious phenomenon 
now known as “colony collapse disorder” 
(CCD) wasn’t on anybody’s radar. 

These days, CCD is – so to speak – all the 
buzz as tales spread far and wide about 
adult bees simply disappearing, inexplicably 
leaving orphaned broods, stunned bee-

keepers and financially strapped apiaries. 

The story took off with a report in the 
New York Times in February, and took on 
a darker tone this summer with Elizabeth 
Kolbert’s New Yorker article entitled “Stung: 
Where have all the bees gone?” Then, in 
mid-September, the USDA linked CCD 
indirectly to “Israeli acute paralysis virus.”

Bees, boomers, bass and switch-
grass: it’s all part of the extension 
story. this issue of in common high-
lights for me the marvelous diversity 
that is encompassed by extension 
programs, and by the broad spec-
trum of concerns, interests, and 
expertise of extension researchers 
and educators and of the stakehold-
ers they serve. 

this range has also become very 
clear to me in the weeks since i 
assumed the responsibilities of 
umass extension director, crisscross-
ing the state and talking with staff 
and stakeholders in the field. these 
“listening sessions” have been part 
of a rich and valuable experience for 
me as i have met with the extension 
Board of public overseers, the 
massachusetts 4-h Foundation, 
department of agricultural 
resources acting commissioner 
scott soares, and the cape cod 
cranberry growers association.

We do have much to accomplish, yet 
i am excited about the opportuni-
ties to bring umass extension to 
the next level. extension is full of 
stories, and one of my primary goals 
in leading this program is to make 
sure that those stories are told, 
and that they serve to illustrate the 
critical role that umass extension 
plays in communities throughout the 
commonwealth.

i am delighted to be part of the 
story . . . 

— nancy garrabrants, director 
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P E O P L E :  b O O M E R  R E C R u I T M E n T

Baby Boomer profile:  Fifty to 62 years of 
age. (older than that and you become a 
“boomer +.”)  retired, or not far from it.  
relatively affluent, stable and healthy. still 
energetic, idealistic and . . . well, . . . still 
marching to the beat of a different drummer.

Does this mean they are still “into” vol-
unteering?

It may, according to a new survey recent-
ly completed by UMass Extension along 
with the Massachusetts 4-H Foundation, 
the UMass Amherst Alumni Association, 
and the UMass Retired Professional 
Staff Association. The survey researched 
what motivates volunteers, their preferred 
tasks, roles, and skill sets, time and fre-
quency of volunteering, incentives, inter-
ests in specific events or organizations 
and best recruitment contact methods.

The survey was directed by Extension’s 
Kathleen Chatwood working 
with Deborah Masloski and Elena 
Lamontagne of the Alumni Association 
and Daniel Clapp of the Retired 
Professional Staff Association. Shirley 
Mietlicki, William Miller and Sherrie 
Guyott of Extension were also involved 
with the effort. The survey was fund-
ed with a $20,000 grant from the 
Massachusetts Service Alliance.

People
In Search of the boomer Volunteer

“The good news is that baby boomers 
want to teach, share their knowledge 
or skills, serve on committees and assist 
environmental, senior, and arts groups,” 
said Chatwood.

Elena Lamontagne, associate director of 
alumni communications for the UMass 
Amherst Alumni Association, added that 
the challenges of recruitment are shared 
by many organizations. “Non-profit 
groups and businesses are struggling with 
how to recruit those of the baby-boomer 
generation and older,” said Lamontagne. 
“Academic retirees, professional staff and 
alumni comprise a significant part of 
Massachusetts’ past and current work-
force, given the state’s many colleges and 
universities. This ‘boomer’ cohort repre-
sents a sizable recruitment pool.”

The survey went to over 4,000 members 
of the Alumni Association and Retired 
Professional Staff Association between 
the ages of 50 and 69. Of the 423 
respondents about half were between 50 
and 59; about 60-percent had graduate 
degrees and earned more than $61,000 
a year. About half had volunteered in the 
past year.

Among the findings are that most baby 
boomers simply are not eager to do tradi-
tional nuts and bolts volunteer tasks such 
as clerical support work and fundraising. 
They are also not interested in fulfilling 
gender stereotypes.

“Living up to their generation’s icono-
clastic reputation, they are looking for 
volunteer opportunities that speak to 
their sense of altruistic purpose and 
involve work with young people,” said 
Chatwood. She added that those with 
incomes of $81,000 or above were more 
eager to donate time in special areas 
of expertise, including financial, gov-
ernment relations and marketing. “It 
was surprising to find that the retired 
working respondents and those still 
fully employed were more interested 
in volunteering than those who were 
fully retired, and they preferred being 
recruited by friends, personal letters and 
e-mail,” said Chatwood.

At the same time, the survey indicates 
that boomers don’t like to be tied down, 
according to associate professor Shirley 
Mietlicki. “They want short-term, flexi-
ble service and pleasant work space. They 
want to feel a respected part of the team, 
and to see concrete results,” she said.

Extension 4-H director Sherrie Guyott 
said that the results suggest ways to 
restructure roles and adjust recruitment 
to target specific demographic prefer-
ences. By doing so, Guyott hopes to gain 
new volunteers, including boomers with-
in the five-campus UMass system.

The best news, perhaps, is that the survey 
suggests a model for volunteer recruit-
ment that can help other non-profits 
across the Commonwealth and beyond. 

“This is a group that values efficiency,” 
said Chatwood. “They want centralized 
Web-based ‘one-stop shopping.’” The 
Alumni Association is now considering 
providing Web-based access to volunteer 
opportunities. See the complete survey 
report at www.umassextension.org. n

Kathleen Chatwood, Daniel 
Clapp and Elena Lamontagne
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P L A C E S :  T H E  L u R E  O F  F I S H

Fun and a  
Future in Fish 
aquaculture may not replace the 
massachusetts dairy industry any time soon, 
but craig hollingsworth and nathan l’etoile 
find that when it comes to farming, fish are a 
lot more interesting that cows.

“Basically, fish are a lot of fun,” notes 
Hollingsworth, who is an Extension 
entomologist with a long background 
in integrated pest management. He was 
last seen on these pages chasing inva-
sive weeds. “Fish are fun to watch, and 
they’re really very interesting to grow. 
They aren’t like dairy cows. Cows share 
the same environment as people – if the 
air is wrong in the barn, you know it.  
Fish live in a different world. To keep 
them healthy, you have to watch many 
different factors, like oxygen, ammonia, 
and pH. Their behavior is a clue; you 
have to watch closely.”

“Fish husbandry is 1000 years behind 
other kinds of animal husbandry” echoes 
L’Etoile, who is the youngest son in a 
Northfield turf farming family. He also 
serves as communications director for the 
Massachusetts Farm Bureau Federation.  
“Unlike cows and goats and sheep, we’re 
still trying to figure out how to breed 
them and how to interact with them 
most successfully.”

L’Etoile is doing a good deal of that kind 
of interacting these days as he tends to 
some 6000 young largemouth bass at 
Four Star Farm, a one-time dairy farm 
on the shores of the Connecticut River 
in Northfield.

So how do an entomologist and an agro 
advocate team up to help remake the 
future of aquaculture in Massachusetts? 

Quite successfully, so far, in part because 
both men have a strong and cooperative 
personal commitment to making it work, 

and because they are part of a small 
community of aquaculturists who tend 
to exchange expertise and enthusiasm.  
There are about a dozen commercial 
finfish producers in Massachusetts, plus 
state and federal hatcheries, educational 
groups, hobbyists and sport fishing clubs.  

When it came time for L’Etoile to stake 
out some new directions for his family’s 
successful 250-acre turf operation, he 
was interested in an enterprise that would 
be less susceptible to the ups and downs 
of the housing market than the turf or 
nursery business. He also knew that it 
had to be a self-sustaining addition to 
the continuing turf operation, with real 
value-added potential. He paid a visit to 
UMass Extension where Hollingsworth 
had recently inherited leadership of the 
aquaculture program from Keith Wilda, 
who was shifting his expertise to the pri-
vate sector (See In Common, Vol. 2, No. 
1, Fall 2003).

“Craig has been a very good source of 
support, and he puts a lot of his own 
energy and expertise into this,” says 
L’Etoile. “If he doesn’t know the answer 
to a question, he’ll help find one. He’s 
very resourceful.”

Nathan L’Etoile of 
Four Star Farms and 
Extension’s Craig 
Hollingsworth
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T H I n G S :  S w I T C H G R A S S  P O w E R

it is a fast-growing perennial that requires 
little in the way of maintenance or fertilizer, 
thrives on marginal land and in acidic soil, 
restores the soil and packs a real wallop in 
terms of energy yield.

In the hands of a skilled practitioner, it can 
also be coaxed into producing all kinds 
of strange and wonderful musical sounds, 
and carries varietal names – like Alamo, 
Blackwell, Cave-in-Rock, and Sunburst 
– that make it sound downright exotic.

Switchgrass!  
who knew . . . ?

Things 

Randy Prostak

Most significantly, perhaps, 
Panicum virgatum can be  
eff iciently distilled into clean-
burning ethanol. 

As enticing as that may sound, 
however, indications are that 
switchgrass is not the ethanol 
solution for Massachusetts, 
according to UMass Amherst 
and UMass Extension researchers. 
Steve Herbert, Randy Prostak and 
Dan Forberg of the Department 
of Plant, Soil and Insect Sciences 
have teamed up with Tim 
Randhir of the Department of 
Natural Resource Conservation 
to evaluate switchgrass varieties 
and study their establishment 
and cost of production.

The problem in Massachusetts 
can be summed up in one word: 
Land.

It would take about 12,500 acres 
to feed a properly sized ethanol 
plant with current technology, 
says Herbert. Switchgrass can’t 
be trucked very far after it is har-
vested, so that cultivation and 
distillation have to be co-located 
within a distance of 25 miles.

The relationship has become mutually 
beneficial, as both men draw on the 
resources of a budding aquaculture com-
munity. Wilda, who works at Montague-
based Australis Aquaculture, the world’s 
only large-scale breeder of the fish called 
baramundi, still puts in some hours 
with Extension. Hollingsworth’s former 
Extension employees and students, like 
Reagan Ellis, now work for L’Etoile.   

The potential payoff is promising. Right 
now, Four Star Farms is the only breeder 
of largemouth bass in the state, and the 
market is poised for growth for bass as 
a game fish and to fill the live-tanks 
of Asian eateries. The benefits of local 
spawning for Massachusetts markets can 
be tremendous.  While the young bass 
(fingerlings) can cost $1.50 to $4 each 
at the tank, the cost of transportation 
– especially fuel – can boost the price 
considerably . . . and that doesn’t take 
into account the stress of long-distance 
travel or the regulatory demands that 
prevent the introduction of diseased fish 
from other states.   

“The supply in Massachusetts is get-
ting really tight,” says L’Etoile. Most of 
those concerns, expenses, and regulatory 
requirements can be entirely mitigated 
with locally spawned fish.

Both men say that moving finfish farm-
ing into the spotlight of Massachusetts 
aquaculture will take a good deal of 
time, persistence, support and research. 
For L’Etoile, the next frontier is learn-
ing how to move the operation indoors, 
where spawning periods can be extended 
across the calendar, and conditions 
can be more strictly controlled. Even 
Australis, however, with over 2 million 
pounds of fish being raised in an indoor 
area of 2 acres, is still working out the 
kinks in their system.

The important thing, they emphasize, is 
a community of interest and dedication, 
and a determination to move forward.

And then there is the fact that the fish 
are a lot of fun to watch. n

“Nobody has that kind of land available,” 
said Herbert. “Land can’t be taken out of 
production for switchgrass.”

At the same time, however, ethanol does 
not represent the only energy efficient 
product of switchgrass. One alternative 
currently being examined is to pelletize it 
for combustion, perhaps even for electric 
generation. Switchgrass might also be 
used as an animal feed, said Herbert. 

“There are places for it,” said Herbert. 
“Randy has found it growing along some 
roads. There are fields under conserva-
tion restriction as bird habitat that would 
be suitable, because switchgrass is not 
harvested until August.” n
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continued From page 1

According to UMass Amherst 
entomologist Anne Averill, bees in 
Massachusetts appear healthy just now. 

“Pollination appeared strong this sea-
son,” said Averill, whose Extension work 
focuses on the cranberry crop in south-
eastern Massachusetts.

“Many cranberry growers observed good 
activity and our entomology lab’s quan-
titative surveys on 12 cranberry beds 
showed that honeybee and bumblebee 
numbers were surprisingly high,” she 
wrote in the UMass Cranberry Station 
Newsletter. 

Ultimately, however, a bee problem is 
everybody’s problem. Bees are the best 
pollinators for many fruits and vegetables 
that are the backbone of a healthful diet 
and agricultural economy. Without bees, 
the future of many crops would be bleak. 

“A lot of growers are concerned, not per-
haps as concerned as they were in April 
or May, but concerned . . .” said Averill, 
who recently attended a national work-
shop in Chicago focusing on CCD, 

“ . . . and if they aren’t, they should be.”

Massachusetts cranberry growers, said 
Averill, have relied heavily on migratory 

The Outlook Stings . . .
Everything, especially the bees, looked 
great as enthusiasts gathered at Warm 
Colors Apiary in South Deerfield 
for Dan and Bonita Conlon’s annual 
Honey Festival just two days after sci-
entists announced they had identified 
a virus linked to CCD. 

But Dan, who is president of the 
Massachusetts Beekeepers Association, 
was not optimistic about the long-
term health of honeybees, and of the 
crops that rely on them.

“The fact is,” says Conlon, “that we’ve 
been in steady decline for 30 years, 
and pollination is not sustainable on a 
national level.” 

He notes that even before the CCD 
scare, managed colonies had declined 
from 4.5 million in the 1980s to 2.4 
million in 2004, due to diseases and 
parasites. 

Part of the problem here, Conlon 
believes, are the bees brought in 
from the southern states for pollina-
tion. They sometimes carry diseases, 
and are in danger of having been 
“Africanized.”  Africanized bees, 
already showing up elsewhere in the 
U.S., are dangerously aggressive.

Another factor is genetics. The mite 
crisis of the 1980s and shortsighted 
management have left the genetic pool 
for managed and feral bees limited. 
That can make the bees far more sus-
ceptible to a range of diseases.

Beekeepers must be even more diligent 
about bee nutrition, identifying and 
controlling parasites, replacing old 
comb, and reducing chemical exposure 
and other stressors. 

“The bottom line is that we need 
honeybees to pollinate crops,” Conlon 
told the state’s beekeepers recently. 
“We are risking the loss of control 
over our food supply, its safety, and its 
nutritional quality.” n

“It’s free pollination, and they aren’t 
impacted by CCD,” said Averill, who is 
leading a $71,500 project on sustain-
able pollination strategies for cranber-
ries. Funded by the state’s Agricultural 
Innovation Center, with matching funds 
from the UMass Amherst College of 
Natural Resources and the Environment, 
Averill is looking at ways to make cran-
berry country bee-friendly even when the 
cranberries aren’t producing pollen.

“It can be pretty barren off-bog,” she 
noted. “There aren’t a lot of pollen and 
nectar sources for bee colonies to rely 
on other than cranberries. It may make 
sense to use migratory pollinators, but 
also to foster the abundance and diversity 
of native bees. We’re looking at how to 
create a pollinator-friendly habitat.”

Averill buys the theory that CCD is likely 
triggered by a combination of factors – a 
virus, chemicals, parasites, and the stress 
of colony transportation.

“Put it all together, and you just may get 
colony collapse,” she said. n

bee populations that are trucked in spe-
cifically for pollination from places like 
Georgia and Florida. Faced with dwin-
dling migratory bee colonies and rising 
prices, growers here have expanded their 
search for suppliers, and paid increasingly 
careful attention to the health of hives.

Massachusetts has also been lucky to 
have a fairly healthy population of its 
own wild bumblebees, which are closely 
related to honeybees and act as excellent 
pollinators.

massachusetts Beekeepers 
association president dan conlon
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4-H Operation  
Military Kids participants  

from Barnes Air Reserve Base, 
including Caitlyn Keenan, got a 

taste of a high ropes course  
in August, courtesy of  

the Amherst Police  
Department.




