Concern grows over potential invasion of Asian hornets in Scotland
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Wildlife experts have expressed growing concern over the potential invasion of Asian hornets in Scotland, a species known for its predatory behaviour towards bees and other pollinators. These invasive insects, also referred to as yellow-legged hornets, have been sighted with increasing frequency in the UK, particularly in Jersey, posing a significant threat to Scotland's bee populations and overall biodiversity.
Recent findings indicate that the warm and dry spring conditions have led to an unprecedented rise in Asian hornet sightings, with reports stating that 262 queen hornets were recorded in Jersey as of April 11, marking a staggering increase of 1,090 per cent. This surge raises alarms about the imminent threat they could pose as they move further north into the UK.
Scottish nature authorities, in light of this emerging threat, have already conducted mock exercises this year to prepare for a possible incursion of Asian hornets. The interventions are part of a broader strategy to manage the risks associated with this invasive species. Craig Macadam, Conservation Director for Buglife, highlighted the ecological ramifications, stating, “The Yellow-legged Hornet, aka Asian Hornet, poses a significant ecological threat to Scotland with serious consequences for pollination and biodiversity. Early detection is crucial in preventing its establishment, so public awareness and prompt reporting represent Scotland's best defence against this emerging threat.”
The Asian hornet, which can reach nearly an inch in length and is recognised by its distinctive bright yellow legs, is a carnivorous species that feeds on a wide range of pollinators, including bees, wasps, and butterflies. Alarmingly, a single colony has the potential to decimate about 90,000 pollinating insects in a single season, which could have dire consequences for both agricultural productivity and natural ecosystems. Estimates indicate that the invasion of this species has led to a decline in honey production by as much as 35 per cent in some parts of Europe.
Despite the alarming trends in neighbouring regions, no confirmed sightings of Asian hornets have yet been reported in Scotland. A credible sighting was made in 2017 at a supermarket distribution centre in Motherwell; however, this was not officially documented. Authorities, including NatureScot, have acknowledged the high risk of hornets crossing into Scotland, particularly given their movement across England up to Preston, Lancashire, last year, which is only 100 miles away from the Scottish border.
Public engagement is seen as a crucial element in the battle against the potential invasion of Asian hornets. Citizens are encouraged to learn how to identify these insects and report any sightings through the Asian Hornet Watch app. NatureScot's invasive species expert, Stan Whitaker, noted that while it remains "too early to tell" if more nests than usual will be found this year, the threat to honeybees and native bee populations is serious.
In response to the increasing risk, the Scottish Government has developed contingency plans should Asian hornets be found within its borders. A spokeswoman confirmed, “To date there has never been a confirmed sighting of the Yellow-legged Hornet in Scotland, though we have contingency plans ready to be deployed if required,” reflecting a proactive stance towards potential ecological threats.
Authorities continue to closely monitor the situation, participating in collaborative efforts with the crown dependencies, England, and Wales to ensure preparedness in managing any incursions of this invasive species. As experts keep a vigilant eye on the movement of Asian hornets, the implications for Scotland's crucial pollinator populations remain a matter of significant concern.
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