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What’s happening in the hive in August?

A gentle reminder

The bees emerging from the brood in August and
September will survive the whole winter, unlike their hard
working summer sisters who live only five weeks. They
will not die until early spring when new bees will be
hatching to take their place. Those colonies going into
winter with a large number of healthy adult bees stand a
much better chance of being successful in the following
season. The winter bees eat large amounts of pollen to get
their hypopharyngeal glands full of royal jelly and to
increase their body fats for the winter months. Their
metabolic rate slows right down; they cluster around the
combs and do no work. It is for this reason the winter bees
have an increased lifespan. (Ed. who said, “Hard work did
not kill anyone!”) When spring returns their metabolic
rate increases and brood rearing begins once again. The
new bees emerging from this brood rearing take over from
the winter bees, who, then die - their job being done!

If you have taken your honey off, now is the time
to treat your bees for varroa. Treatment tends to
stop the queen laying for a short period, so
treating now gives the queen plenty of time to
produce enough bees to go into winter. As soon as
the treatment is completed the colonies need to be
fed with sugar syrup.

How much honey do bees produce?
A strong colony can produce up to 300kg of honey during
a summer, although only a small proportion of this can be
found at any one moment in the nest. Honey is not food in
the usual sense, for the maintenance of bodily functions;
it’s for energy (heat) to keep the brood warm in summer
and the cluster warm in winter.
…And what about pollen and propolis?
A medium sized colony collects and consumes about 30kg
of pollen (protein) in a season – this is an astounding
amount and represents the millions of flowers visited. The
amount of propolis collected and brought into the hive is in
the order of several hundred grammes.

Have you seen one of these?
It is the world’s
largest honey bee ‘Apis Dorsorta’. The
single comb is their
nest. The nest hangs
high under a rock
face
in
the
Himalayas of Nepal.
They live at 2000m
and above. The
comb size is about
1m x 1m and the
bees
perform
a
‘mexican wave’ on
the the comb with
their
wings
to
deter predators.

How do honey bees build comb?
Beeswax contains 300 different chemical
compounds and has the physical properties of a
liquid, even if it appears solid at lower
temperatures. The same situation is found in glass.
Solid objects have a clearly defined melting point;
glass on the other hand becomes increasingly fluid
as it is heated. The same is true of wax. Wax can
be in a crystalline and liquid state and a pseudocrystalline state between these two extremes.
These physical properties of wax and the ability of
honey bees to raise their body temperatures to
more than 43 deg C form the basis for the
construction of such geometrically correct combs.
Physics plays a part in the construction of cells.
Bees use their own bodies as a template as they
begin to construct the walls of the cells, and build
cylindrical tubes around themselves. The initially
cylindrical, tube-like cells take on their typical
hexagonal form only when the bees raise the
temperature of wax to about 40 deg C with their
bodies. At this temperature the thin walls of the
wax cells start to flow. As one can see when soap
bubbles come into contact the shared wall
becomes perfectly straight. In this way the
sidewalls between the tightly packed wax
cylinders are also in a straight line, have a thin
smooth surface and form an angle relative to one
another of exactly 120 degrees. Piece by piece the
crystal-like pattern of the comb cells forms on its
own when the wax is warmed. The comb is built
with cells on both sides. These are offset so that
one cell on one side of the comb shares three cell
bottoms with the other side. This helps keep the
brood warm when in use. Guided by the bees’
sense of gravity the combs are vertical and
orientated downward from the roof to the floor.
The distance between the combs results from the
need for two bees needing to pass one another
back to back on the comb.

Did you know?
The queen produces 150,000 bees in a season.

Do commercial bumble bee nests spread disease around the world?
(An edited article from Dave Goulson’s book ‘A Sting in the Tale’ about bumblebees)

Commercial bumblebee breeders rear one million nests – a conservative estimate of the European trade – and probably
require 500 metric tonnes of pollen each year. There is only one way to get hold of these sorts of quantities of pollen and
that is from honey bees. To obtain this quantity of pollen the breeders buy it from beekeepers all over Europe. Hence
tonnes of pollen, almost inevitably contaminated with a range of bee diseases – like deformed wing virus that readily
infects both honey bee and bumblebees – and are shipped into factories and fed to bumblebees. These nests are then
dispatched all around the world. The bumblebee nests are shipped out with a supply of pollen and as soon as the
bumblebees are deployed at their destination the workers will fly out and start visiting flowers perhaps carrying
contaminated pollen on their bodies. Parasitic mites from Europe have been accidently spread to Japan with commercial
bumblebees and they now attack native Japanese bumblebees.

What sort of world are we living in? When you next squirt Heinz tomato ketchup on your fish and chips, reflect on
the nature of the modern world. The ketchup is most likely made in a factory in the Netherlands, from tomatoes grown
in Spain, and pollinated by Turkish bees reared in a factory in Slovakia.

Will we ever learn? We have barely begun to understand the complexity of interactions between living creatures on
earth, yet we often choose to squander the irreplaceable and discard those things that both keep us alive and make life
worth living. Perhaps if we learn to save a bee today we can save the world tomorrow?

Tree sparrows, starlings and swallows decline linked with neonicatinoids!
(An article taken from an article in the Guardian Thursday 10th July 2014)

Peer reviewed research, published in the journal Nature on 9 July 2014, revealed data from the Netherlands showing that
bird populations fell most sharply in those areas where imidacloprid – a neonicatinoid insecticide – pollution was
highest. Tree sparrows, starlings and swallows were among the most affected. The report also found that water levels in
ditches around fields were highly contaminated with this insecticide, which would also affect soil invertebrates.
Prof. David Goulson of the University of Sussex who was involved with this study said “The simplest, most obvious,
explanation is that highly toxic substances that kill insects lead to declines in things that eat insects. This is not just about
bees . . . . when insects are being wiped out, it is going to have impacts on bats, shrews, and hedgehogs etc. It is pretty
good evidence of damage to the environment”
(Editor…I was speaking to a farmer at the Heveningham Show – Leiston Beekeepers attended this Show – in July and he
said to me that his field hedgerows used to be filled with nesting sparrows that fed on the seeds from his crops near the
hedge line. Now he says there are no sparrows in the hedgerows and the crops are no longer eaten since using
neonicatinoids.)

How do honey bees compare as pollinators?
(An article edited from ‘The Buzz about Bees’ by Jurgen Tautz)

Honey bees are the most important pollinators in most regions of the world, where flowering plants exist, but are by no
means the only insects that play this role. Flies, butterflies, beetles, solitary bees, wasps, bumblebees and even ants
pollinate plants. The list of flowering plants pollinated by honey bees includes 170,000 species, 40,000 of which could
not survive without the honey bee. This worldwide sea of flowers is pollinated by just nine Apis species and in Europe
and Africa only one species – Apis melifera. A single colony of honey bees may well visit several million flowers in a
single day. This huge amount of flowers visited is because of the rapid recruitment of foragers and the ability of the
colony to cope continuously with the changing ‘flowering situation’ in the field and makes the honey bees’ ideal
partners for flowering plants.

Have you heard of the Task Force on Systemic Pesticides?
The ‘Task Force’ is the response of the scientific community to concern around the impact of systemic pesticides on
biodiversity. See Link: www.tfsp.info/

Pesticide companies to fund government’s ‘National Pollinator Strategy’
(New Statesman 28 July 2014)

The government’s Environmental Audit Committee’s major criticism focuses on the research funding of the National
Pollinator Strategy. Because of a shortage of money, the government is turning to pesticide manufacturers to fund the
neonicotinoid research that underpins the National Pollinator Strategy. That means the research will not be transparent
enough, says the committee's chair Joan Walley, Labour MP for Stoke-on-Trent North. Research by pesticide companies
is often not peer-reviewed, or even published in full. "If the research is to command public confidence, independent
controls need to be maintained at every step," says Joan Walley. The Department for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs (DEFRA) says, “This government is determined to do all that it can to help bees and pollinators flourish,” and
has defended the decision to turn to manufacturers. It said the pesticide companies Bayer and Syngenta were providing
funding that "would otherwise need to come from a public source, and at the moment that public source is not
available".
*********************************

