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NEW THREAT TO BUMBLEBEE SPECIES       
 
We are often faced with threats to our environment especially when the (sometimes) legitimate 
requirements of the human population come into conflict with the requirements of other species, but I 
often wonder if the spokespersons (is that the right word these days) know what they are talking about 
when they speak to us of the environment or of sustainability. What often happens is that we believe that 
they do and when it eventually all goes pear shaped and a rare species disappears, everyone has long 
moved on and forgotten about the issue. Our children read about it in school projects. ‘Hey dad, did you 
know that dodos’ are extinct?’ It means of course that ‘spokespersons’ can usually get away with saying 
what you want to hear even if it’s total tripe. Because of this, they end up being accountable to no one and 
so don’t usually give a damn anyway as long as they can reach Friday happy hour with as little hassle as 
possible. Ed. 
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Bumblebees can navigate their way home over distances of up to 13km (eight miles), a UK research team has 
shown. The study also found only worker bees seemed to have this homing ability. Bees pollinate flowering 
plants and therefore play a crucial role in food webs, but numbers of the insect in Britain have been declining 
recently. ���� ���&� ����� ���� ��&���� ��������� ��%	�� ��*��&� ���� ��)������ ����������� ����� ��%���� ��� ���
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The University of Newcastle-led group took some 100 bumblebees belonging to the common species Bombus 
terrestris and tagged some of them with tiny identification numbers. The bees were then dropped in different 
places around north-east England and left to make their way back to the nest. The scientists set up a webcam in 
the hive to record the homecomers.  Early results show the bees will fly varying distances but some that were 
left at a garden centre in Heddon on the Wall in the Tyne Valley - about 13km from their nest - could get home 
safely.  “The current scientific literature shows that bees normally forage within 5km, and this is probably 
correct,” said Steph O’Connor, one of the researchers. The scientists tagged some of the bees before releasing 
them “What we are showing is it is eminently possible for bumblebees to forage more than 5km from the nest.” 
Dr Mark O’Neill told the BBC News website. ��	'� �1�%�� GAI� ��� ?AI� �*� ���� ������� �������� ���%�		 '�
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CONFUSED AVOCADOS 
Scientists have spent decades trying to figure out just how an avocado has sex. Just one tree will put out up to 
around a million blossoms in spring but only 150 to 500 will bear fruit. And the flowers have confusing time of 
it too. They can bloom as a female one day and as a male the next with other varieties doing the opposite. 
Scientists also argue about how best to pollinate a tree. Research carried out in the USA suggests that wind is 
the primary pollinator, whereas other research suggests that little can be achieved without the bee and has found 
a strong correlation between fruiting and honey bee activity. This is strange because bees are not that keen on 
avocados and the avocado is a native of South America where there were no honey bees. Also it seems that 
there may be a genetic component coming into it all. Carniolans like avocados more than Italians and to test 
how much so, the honey from the bees was analysed. Avocados produce a unique sugar called perseitol and by 
measuring this in the honey showed which bees preferred which plant. Most bees preferred citrus honey to 
avocado honey and what seems to discourage bees from the avocado trees is the mineral component of the 
nectar with high concentrations of potassium and phosphorous. Researchers have found however that bees can 
be bred for avocados! 
 



 
�
Research news item 
 
 
AN AMAZING FEAT OF POLLINATION. 
 
Many plants self-fertilise, but a rare orchid that grows on tree trunks in China manages the process in an 
unbelievable way. Through a gymnastic feat never seen before in plants, it bends its pollen-containing male 
anther round through a full circle before jabbing it into the female stigma to complete fertilisation. 
It takes 60 days! LaiQuiang Huang, a researcher, and his colleagues at Tsinghua University in the city of 
Shenzhen spotted the painstaking process in 1900 flowers of the orchid Holcoglossum amesianum. Unlike all 
other forms of self-pollination which require assistance from wind, gravity, insects or secretions, this orchid's is 
entirely mechanical. "We never witnessed an insect visiting the flowers, or wind assisting anther movement," 
they say in Nature (Vol 441, p 945). 
 

 

Avocado Blossom. Male or female? 
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Furthermore, medihoney consists of two different types of honey: one which forms a comparatively large 
amount of hydrogen peroxide, and another known as “lepto-spermum honey”. Leptospermum is a species of 
tree which occurs in New Zealand and Australia. (Manuka in NZ and jelly bush in Australia. Ed).    Honey from 



these trees has a particularly strong anti-bacterial effect, even in a 10% dilution. “It is not yet known exactly 
why this is,” Dr. Arne Simon says. “Probably it is a mix of  phenol-type substances which come from the plant 
and make life  particularly difficult for the bacteria in the wound.” 
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PROBLEMS WITH BEARS 
 



In last month’s Apis UK I mentioned that one way that the EU deals with bears is to shoot them. The fact 
that there are so few and that they are a magnificent and generally harmless creature is apparently 
neither here nor there. Yes, there is a problem with the clashing of interests; man’s use of land and the 
requirements of wild life; but surely it is in everyone’s interest to use a bit of imagination in solving these 
problems and to prove that it can be done imaginatively, the Spanish have done just this. They’ve 
managed to do this in Spain by encouraging bears to attack bee yards and ravage the landscape! Read on. 
 

 
The Spanish Brown Bear 
 
   The brown bears of Spain (Ursus arctos, similar to, but a little smaller than, the American Grizzly) are the last 
survivors of a population that once inhabited nearly all of the mountains of the Iberian Peninsular. Now this 
population is in danger of extinction. The reason is an obvious and commonplace one; the conflict of interests 
between man (including beekeepers), and bears (and other wild life). The largest population in Spain of the 
brown bear, lives in the hills and mountains of the Asturias and Cantabria in the North of the country, and 
numbers only some 80 examples.  Just 80. The conflict of interests with man still persists and continues to be 
one of the major threats to the bears’ survival.  



 
An apiary destroyed by bears in Spain 
 
Man isn’t the only problem however. Other problems too affect the bears’ habitat. In particular, forest fires and 
rural depopulation have resulted in many large areas suffering a loss of diversity of wild fruit producing trees 
and other plants, many of which were previously kept in a good state of conservation because ‘man’ collected 
the fruits and managed  the trees. With rural populations moving to the cities, plantations are not being kept in 
good order and  oaks, apple, pear and especially cherry trees are becoming more and more scarce in the wild. 
The few that remain are avidly searched out by bears as important food resources all year round. Many 
traditional farm crops have also been lost as a result of rural depopulation. For centuries, what man produced for 
himself served as an increasingly important dietary supplement to wildlife populations. Maize crops are an 
important example.  

All in all, the plight of the bear was, and to certain extent still is, dire. All is not lost however. Since the early 
80s a small but innovative and imaginative organisation called FAPAS has been working hard to try and resolve 
these conflicts and provide a strategy for survival for the bears. To work this out, they have enlisted the aid of 
honeybees. (FAPAS is simply the Spanish initials for ‘Fund for the protection of wild animals’). 

 

 
Placing a ‘feral’ nest 



The food of bears is varied. For the whole of the year bears must search for food but of course in winter, when 
the bears have young, food is scarce. Some resources though are available in winter; one we all know about 
being stored honey. But it is not only honey that bees can provide as a food for bears. Varroa has decimated the 
population of wild bees in these mountain areas, and this lack of ‘wild’ honeybees has had a hugely negative 
effect on wild fruit production. FAPAS has come up with a series of imaginative ideas to protect these mountain 
areas by using bees to help bears with their project which is called ‘Beehives for Bears’. The objectives of this 
project are to revive the population of wild bee colonies in the areas inhabited by bears.  This is intended to have 
two main effects. To provide pollination of those trees providing food for bears, and to provide those bears with 
a chance of that other favourite food, honey. 

 

 
An old Stone walled apiary 

 

In much of the countryside beekeepers used to keep their primitive ‘trunk’ or ‘cork’ beehives in stone 
enclosures to protect them from the ravages of bears. These are now largely abandoned and in many cases some 
parts of the walls are broken down. FAPAS has acquired various of these in known bear areas and is installing 
primitive cork hives in them to both help increase the wild bee population and to provide honey for the bears. 
The broken walls of the enclosures allow the bears to enter the enclosures without too much difficulty and once 
in, they get their honey by ravaging the hives. The plan is to provide 100 primitive hives in various enclosures 
distributed over 500 square kilometres between the provinces of Asturias and Leon. 30 of the 80 bears that 
survive in the North of Spain roam this area. Far away from the bear area and well protected, the organisation 
has set up a stock yard of 100 more modern hives for bee population re-supply purposes. The result is that the 



bears receive the benefits of increased fruit (especially cherry) pollination from the increased number of bee 
colonies, and they also get access to honey as well from the primitive hives in the old stone enclosures. 

Of course, this type of project can’t work on its own. FAPAS and other environmental organisations have also 
worked for compensation for beekeepers that suffer bear damage, and provide a damage verification service for 
the ministry of agriculture. If FAPAS assess the damage, the regional government provides the compensation 
more rapidly and with no argument. The organisation also provides equipment; advice and technical assistance 
on apiary protection from bear damage and have instituted a native tree nursery to produce thousands of wild 
fruit trees especially cherry for replanting in the wild. Scrub land has been ploughed and replanted with maize 
and a team of rangers has been created to hunt out and destroy bear traps. In fact they are creating a 
farming/wilderness environment suitable for ‘ravaging’ by bears.  Above all though they have instituted a 
system of education about bears and other wild life for schools and other groups; and they work closely with 
other nature conservation groups and government bodies. It needs a big team effort and a lot of education. 

So the fight for the bear goes on and the assistance of the bees in helping one of their worst enemies is proving 
to be invaluable. The Spanish perspective on bears is slightly different from similar organisations in North 
America in that they are dealing with a species in danger of extinction, but essentially it comes down to finding 
effective solutions to the problem of management of land resources and the ever increasing  
problem of sharing land between man and nature. Time will tell whether their efforts are successful. But at least 
they are using their imagination and not their guns. 
 
 
The full version of this article first appeared in The American Bee Journal Vol 142, No 12, December 2002 
written by David Cramp. 
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This month we are able to look at two books that have re-emerged onto the beekeeping scene. 
The first is ‘Producing Royal Jelly’ by Dr. Ron van Toor one of the foremost experts in this field.  Price 
£15.95 plus P&P. 



 
 
This fully illustrated guide to Producing Royal Jelly is both for the commercial operator and the hobbyist 
beekeeper, so whether you have just one hive or one thousand, this is the book for you. For the commercial 
operator, even one who already produces royal jelly,  the book offers a wealth of information on how to increase 
production and how best to use your producing hives. For those wanting to start out in royal jelly production the 
guide tells you exactly how, step by step. It explains what you do on day one, day two, and so on and when you 
get a rest day and how many hours are required for each task. It really is that detailed and comprehensive. It 
follows up with harvest methods, storing methods and sales. For the beekeeper with one hive, it explains in as 
much detail how you can produce royal jelly for the family or just for yourself. Well worth buying for yourself 
or as a gift. 
The book is available from Bassdrum Books at 35 Newborough Road, Wimborne Minster, Dorset BH21 1RB. 
Email: info@bassdrumbooks.com 
Or from Thornes  of Wragby at web site  www.thorne.co.uk 
 
Our second Book is a welcome reprint of William Kirk’s Pollen Loads of the Honey Bee by IBRA.  



 
A Colour Guide to Pollen Loads of the Honey Bee (2nd edition) 
 
by William Kirk 
Beekeepers everywhere are fascinated by the sources of pollen brought back to the hive by their bees. Being 
able to identify the plants producing this pollen is the key to unlocking important information about bee forage 
in your area. Dr Kirk and his team have painstakingly collected pollen loads from bees from Britain and 
Germany, giving us surprising evidence of the natural variation in the colours seen at the hive entrance. The 
guide contains a key of 500 colours, and describes the pollen loads of 268 plant species found in Europe. There 
is also an account of how this book is useful as a practical guide to pollen identification. The text is given in 
English, French and German, because of the wide demand for such a book throughout Europe. 
 
The new second edition includes updates and corrections of the first edition. It also benefits from the many 
advances in colour printing technology that have occurred over the twelve years since the first edition came out 
in 1994. The new edition is printed more accurately and should replace copies of the first edition, which may 
have changed colour through fading and paper aging over the intervening period.  
 
Available from Northern Bee Books, Scout Bottom Farm, Mytholmroyd, Hebden Bridge HX7 5JS 
At a price of £16 post paid 
Phone +44  (0) 1422 882751   Fax +44  (0) 1422 886157   
email: sales@recordermail.demon.co.uk 
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Most you shall marvel at this habit peculiar to bees- 
That they have no sexual union: their bodies never dissolve 
Lax into love, nor bear with pangs the birth of their young. 
But all by themselves from leaves and sweet herbs they will gather 
Their children in their mouths, keep up the [kingly] succession 
And the birth rate, restore the halls and the realms of wax. 
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                                                           Emily Dickinson (1830–86).  Complete Poems.  1924 
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Varroa: genus politics! 
  
"The word 'politics' is derived from the word 'poly', meaning 'many', and the  
word 'ticks', meaning 'blood sucking parasites'." 
 
Charles Fryett 
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The Hives and Lives of Bees 
Friday 29th September - Sunday 1st October 
£85 (Incl all meals & VAT) Venue: Ruskin Mill College of Further 
Education, Glos 
Following last year's successful workshop, Michael Weiler is returning once 
again to lead an event in the UK. A main focus of this year's workshop will 
be on the hive. What is the most appropriate way to keep bees? Should they 
live in mass produced modern hives, in hand crafted and specially shaped 
ones or in old fashioned skeps? Should the hives stand out in the open or be 
housed in stone or wooden bee houses? Ruskin Mill College, the educational 
establishment hosting this event, is developing a training curriculum for 
its students and is particularly interested appropriate hive structures.  
 
The workshop will explore some of the remarkable phenomena that can be 
observed in and around a bee colony as well as addressing the many practical 
issues connected with bee keeping. Newcomers as well as experienced bee 
keepers are very welcome.  
 
During the workshop there will be a launch of the English edition of Michael 
Weiler's book "Bees and Honey - from Flower to Jar" published by Floris 
Books. In this book, previously available only in German, he offers clear 
and imaginative insights into bee nature and draws on more than 25 years of 
practical bee keeping experience to back them up. Copies will be available 
at a special price (and for signing by the author) during the workshop. 
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The Hives and Lives of Bees 

Friday 29 th September – Sunday 1 st  October 
£85 (Incl all meals & VAT)  
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Name:.............................................. .........  

Address: ........................................... .............................. 

......................................................................................... 

Post code: ......................  

Tel. No.: ..........................   Email: ....... ....................................... 

ACCOMODATION: 
Please send me a list of accommodation in the area  
(own arrangement – not part of workshop fee) 



 
I would like to camp (free of charge)  
 
Workshop Fee: £85 (including all meals which are ve getarian)  
(Please pay prior to workshop) 
 
NB: If you have any special dietary requirements please state below 
 
 
I enclose payment for the conference (£85 per person)  £……….  

Total             £………. 

Cheques made payable to BDAA 

 
 
 

Please send this form with payment to: BDAA, Painswick Inn 
Project, Gloucester Street, Stroud, Glos GL5 1QG  

DEADLINE: FRIDAY 22nd Sept 06 
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‘Wherever the bees advanced, the Indians and buffalos retreated.’ 
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