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Cymdeithas Gwenynwyr
Cymru

The Welsh Beekeepers’
Association

Supporting beekeeping and

beekeepers in Wales.

To meet us and find out more 

why not come to:

The WBKA Annual Convention

on Saturday March 28th 2015.

There will be a full lecture programme,

demonstrations and trade stands.

Details will be published on our website

(www.wbka.com) in due course.

Lectures
Courses

Workshops
Trade-show

Accommodation
Dinners

Harper Adams University
Newport, Shropshire TF10 8NB
Friday 17 April • Saturday 18 April 
Sunday 19 April 2015

Enquiries to: 
tim.lovett@bbka.org.uk ��
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For Bees, Education, 
Protection and Research

Bee Diseases Insurance Ltd – BDI

BDI is a small insurance company that specialises in compensat-
ing beekeepers in England and Wales, who have had their bees
destroyed or treated by an approved Bee Inspector as a result of
being infected by a notifiable disease. These are currently Euro-
pean Foul Brood (EFB) and American Foul Brood (AFB). There is
also a contingency fund to compensate for colonies destroyed as
the result of being infested by a notifiable pest i.e. Small Hive
Beetle and Tropilaelaps.

BDI is owned by a number of BKAs, who are their members and
is run by a small group of officers on a day – to – day basis from
their homes. In addition there is a board of directors who meet
regularly. 

Research Grants
BDI supports research into the causes of honey bee diseases in 
a number of ways including the industry sponsorship of PhD 
studentships.  

Training Grants
During 2014, BDI offered a grant of £100 to member associa-
tions to organise a Heathy Bee Training event led by someone
knowledgeable in disease recognition. BDI were pleased to be
working with the National Bee Unit, BBKA and WBKA to promote
bee health. It is the plan to repeat this grant in 2015. 

Further details of the full range of activities carried out by BDI
can be found on the BDI website. 

www.beediseasesinsurance.co.uk, 
or secretary@beediseasesinsurance.co.uk
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Editorial

This issue contains three reports on the BIBBA/SICAMM
Conference in Llangollen in September.  

To say that it was a success would be an understate-
ment: personally I don’t know how the organisers did it.
Special mention must go to Roger Patterson, Trisha 
Marlow and Steve Rose (ably assisted by members of 
the South Clwyd Beekeepers Association) of BIBBA and
Dorian Pritchard of SICAMM, but an undertaking of such
size and complexity could only have been carried out
with the support of many others too numerous to 
mention.

Some months ago I watched a TV programme about a
large-scale importation of bees from Italy to England.
The very next day I heard of the discovery of the small
hive beetle in Italy.  

Bearing in mind that there are several other bee mal-
adies spreading through the world, as well as the desir-
ability of conserving the genetic pools of our native
honeybees, I can only echo the official BBKA policy “to
discourage the importation of queen bees and colonies
from outside the UK”.

Philip Denwood
Editor
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As the weather changes and the days

lengthen into spring our charges ex-

plore the Snowdrops, Hellebores,

Crocus, the awaiting Hazel and Ribes

the flowering currant. The larder is

filling with nectar and pollen with

which to feed their young brood.

Everyone is now building up their

colonies and will be looking expec-

tantly for the signs of drones. Good

drones help make good colonies.

Good bees mean producing your

own improved stocks, not the exotic

imports that wonder where they have

ended up and where the local food

occurs. Our natives are not used to

pasta and sauerkraut.

If you have attended any of our Bee

Improvement days then you will be

ready and waiting to raise a family of

well adjusted healthy Native bees. If

you have not seen and heard Roger

Patterson in action then there are a

couple of days left this year. If you

cannot make those then next year

we are hoping to have another round

of BIFA talks.

Once you listen to the BIBBA talk you

will be encouraged and enthused to

raise a batch of queens. Whether you

require only a couple or a dozen the

way you go about it is similar. For

those of you that require a little

extra help there are queen-rearing

days planned. North Wales is the

venue for the first pair of courses.

More information will follow either

by Bibba Buzz or on the Web site.

If there are BIBBA groups in your

area then help is available locally.

This could give you more suited local

genetic material for your breeding

plans. We should be re-organizing

the groups into a more coherent and

approachable section of BIBBA to

help in moving you forward.

On 19 April we are having the 51st

Annual General Meeting at Harper

Adams, an event where the member-

ship can voice their opinions and

vote in the new committee.  The

AGM provides those attending, the

opportunity to voice their opinions

on what we should move forward on

this year and have a say on the va-

cant committee places that need fill-

ing due to retirements.

We cannot represent and work, on

behalf of the membership, if you do

not voice your opinions. Please try

and attend, or at least visit the BIBBA

stand where you can speak to one of

the committee or helpers.  We may

even persuade you to a buy one of

our excellent books to help in your

beekeeping endeavors.

Kevin Lincoln

Good bees mean producing your own improved
stocks, not the exotic imports that wonder where
they have ended up ...

From the Chairman

BIBBA
51st Annual 

General Meeting

Notice is herby given 

that the 51st AGM

of the 

Bee Improvement 

and Bee Breeders’ 

Association

(BIBBA)  

will take place at 

Harper Adams 

University

Newport

Shropshire

TF10 8NB

on Sunday 

19th April 2015

For further details 

visit www.bibba.com

If you haven’t paid them, then this
may well be the last magazine you
will receive from us. 

Remember also that if you have not
paid your subs, you will not be able
to attend the AGM in April or vote.

Early payment helps our Treasurer
Iain Harley and saves time and
money in sending out reminders to
late payers.

Please fill out the form on the 
reverse side of the address ‘cover
sheet’ that came with this issue of
BIM.

Better still, visit our new website –
www.bibba.com – where you can
make a PayPal, credit or debit card
payment by following the link on the
home page to the Subscribe page.
Its all very easy now with our new
website

Many thanks to all those of you who
have paid their 2015 subs.

Subs are now overdue!

Subscriptions
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For millions of years honey bees

have survived without human help,

but today high colony losses are

common, and everybody talks about

honey bee decline.  We know that 

extensive use of pesticides and pres-

ence of exotic parasites weaken

honey bee colonies, but did the vital-

ity of the bees themselves also

change?  Is it possible that increased

selection on productivity leads to 

genetic deprivation, or do we dis-

place resistant, locally adapted popu-

lations by careless importations?  

A group of scientists within the

COLOSS network has addressed

these questions with a large-scale 

experiment. 

The international research network

COLOSS (Prevention of COlony

LOSSes, www.coloss.org) was

founded in 2008 and received fund-

ing from the EU COST program until

2012.  The network aims to promote

international collaboration on re-

search about colony losses.  Within

COLOSS, the working group “Diver-

sity and Vitality” investigated the sur-

vival of honey bee colonies in

relation to their genetic origin and

their adaptation to environmental

factors such as climate, diseases and

beekeeping management.   

Europe-wide comparison

To study the complex interactions

between honey bee colonies and

their environment, we conducted a

very large experiment involving col-

leagues from 11 countries.  In this

experiment, we compared 16 differ-

ent strains of honey bees in different

environments for two and a half

years, with respect to characters

such as honey yield, survivability and

susceptibility to diseases.  The ex-

perimental apiaries were distributed

across Europe, reaching from Finland

in the North to Sicily and Greece in

the South (figure 1).  The different

strains in the experiment consisted

of breeding lines maintained at the

institutes involved, local breeding

stock, regional bees that had not

been subjected to breeding efforts

or lines from conservation programs.

The strains belonged to the five sub-

species Apis mellifera mellifera, A.

m. carnica, A. m. ligustica, A. m.

macedonica and A. m. siciliana.

Each strain was present with at least

ten colonies in at least three of the

21 apiaries.  In every apiary, the local

strain was compared to at least two

“foreign” strains.  

Uniform starting conditions

The colonies were uniformly built in

the summer of 2009, either from

shook swarms or from splits, and the

experimental queens were intro-

duced.  The experiment started on

October 1 2009, when all colonies
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Looking for “the best bee”

An experiment about interactions between origin 
and environment of honey bee strains.

By Marina Meixner and Ralph Büchler.  Originally published in German in “die Biene – ADIZ – Imkerfreund

(http://www.diebiene.de) in August 2014. Translated into English by Marina Meixner – adapted by Cecilia Costa

Figure 1: Map of Europe showing the 21 test locations covering 11 countries.

Each location is indicated by a black dot, with its name shown in the white box. The genetic lines
maintained at each location are indicated as letters below each name. The legend at top right cor-
ner links the letters to the genetic lines.  The abbreviations mean: CarB = Carnica Bantin (Germany),
CarC = Carnica Croatia, CarG = Carnica Kunki (Poland ), CarK = Carnica Kirchhain (Germany), CarP =
Carnica Gasiory (Poland ), CarL = Carnica Lunz (Austria), CarV = Carnica Veitshöchheim (Germany),
LigI = Ligustica Italy, LigF = Ligustica Finland, MacB = Macedonica Bulgaria, MacG = Macedonica
Greece, MacM = Macedonica Macedonia, MelF = Mellifera France, MelL = Mellifera Læsø (Denmark),
MelP = Mellifera Poland, Sic = Siciliana.  The letter in the circle next to each location indicates the re-
spective local strain. 

Example: In Kirchhain, the strains D, E, and N were tested, with CarK (D) being the local strain.  
In addition, CarP (E) and MelF (N) were tested. 

© Copyright International Bee Research Association.  Reprinted from Francis et al. (2014) with 
permission of the editors of Journal of Apicultural Research.
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consisted of offspring of the new

queens, and ended on March 31,

2012.

All colonies were evaluated in regu-

lar intervals.  Colony development,

amount of brood and all other char-

acters were assessed according to 

international recommendations

(Büchler et al., 2013).  These were

based on the traditional Apimondia

guidelines, but were expanded to 

include characters such as brood 

hygiene.  Thus, they were adapted to

the challenges of selection of vital

and resistant bees.  In addition, at

several times bee samples were

taken from each colony and exam-

ined for bee diseases.  

A colony was considered as lost

when it had either collapsed or the

colony strength was considered in-

sufficient for further survival.

Queenlessness or the presence of a

drone laying queen was also re-

garded as colony loss.

No medication was used during the

entire experiment; however, it was

possible to perform a total brood re-

moval for control of Varroa mites

(per apiary).  To prevent spillover of

mites from collapsing colonies, the

Varroa infestation of each colony

was monitored continuously, and

colonies in danger of collapsing were

treated.  At the same time, they were

counted as lost and excluded from

further analyses (the complete test

protocol is described in Costa et al.,

2012).  

Hybridization reduces gentleness

Although we observed noticeable 

differences in behavior and perform-

ance between strains that originated

from breeding programs and strains

that had received little selective ef-

fort in the past, no single strain

showed superior performance at all

locations.  However, we most notice-

ably observed that strains showing

strong signs of hybridization in the

genetic analysis (Francis et al.,

2014a) scored significantly lower in

the assessment for gentleness

(Uzunov et al., 2014).

Local strains survive longer

Of the 597 colonies we could ana-

lyze, 94 (15.7%) survived until the

end of the experiment.  We observed

drastic differences in survival time

and disease load, both between loca-

tions and between the genetic

strains.  At some locations, for in-

stance in Lunz (Austria) or Schenken-

turn (Germany), all colonies

collapsed already in the second win-

ter (2010/2011), while colonies in

Avignon (France) survived longest

with on average almost two years.

Survival time between the strains

also differed noticeably.  Here, we

observed a significant difference in

survival time between local strains

and foreign strains (figure 2).  While

in any given location a colony of a

foreign strain survived on average

470 days, the mean survival time of

a local colony was 553 days.  Local

bees thus survived on average 83

days longer than foreign ones (Büch-

ler et al., 2014). 

Reasons for losses

The most frequent evident reasons

for colony loss were Varroa (38%),

problems with the queen (loss, drone

layer, etc., 17%) and Nosema (8%).

All other reasons (starvation, rob-

bing, unspecified winter loss, other

diseases, unknown reason) were less

frequent, but together accounted for

37% of the losses (figure 3).  

Varroa infestation influenced 

by location

The infestation with Varroa mites

was significantly more strongly influ-

enced by the apiary location com-

pared to the genetic origin of the

colony (Meixner et al., 2014).  The

Varroa infestation rates differed

greatly over the individual apiary lo-

cations.  In some places we observed

a fast buildup of mite population,

while in other locations infestation

rates increased much more slowly.

The differences between experimen-

tal stations were often much higher

than the differences between surviv-

ing and collapsing colonies at one

single station.  In the autumn of

2010, for instance, we observed ex-

tremely high infestation rates be-

tween 30% and 40% at the

experimental locations of Unije

(Croatia) and Dimovci (Bulgaria).  In

spite of these high infestations,

many colonies at these two locations

survived the following winter.  In

contrast, mite infestation rates at

stations in Poland and Italy increased

more slowly and remained below

10%, even after two years without

medication.  In Kirchhain (Germany),

the autumn 2010 mean infestation

rate of surviving colonies was 9.1%,

while in collapsing colonies it was

24.3% (Büchler et al., 2014).

The differing length of season and

the resulting differences in colony

development certainly were among

the main reasons for the differences

in mite population development

across the experimental colonies

(Hatjina et al.  2014).  Our results in-

dicate that there is substantial varia-

tion of Varroa damage thresholds

across different regions of Europe.

To determine these thresholds, com-

       
      

Figure 2: Trajectories of colony survival for
colonies of local (green) and foreign (blue) ori-
gin across all locations. The horizontal axis
shows the experimental duration in days. The
vertical axis shows the proportion of colonies
still alive (1.0 = 100%).  
© Copyright International Bee Research Associ-
ation. Reprinted from Büchler et al. (2014) with
permission of the editors of Journal of Apicul-
tural Research.

Figure 3: Causes for colony loss during the 
experiment.  In “Other” all other causes (un-
specified winter loss, starvation, robbing, other
diseases, unknown reason) are summarized.  
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prehensive investigations involving

sufficiently large numbers of

colonies are needed.  

Nosema not among major causes

for losses

The gut parasite Nosema was pres-

ent in almost all locations, but

colony losses ascribed to Nosema

were low and in the majority (25 of

37 cases) occurred in a single loca-

tion (Le Bine, Italy) at the beginning

of the experiment.  The Nosema

spore load across the experimental

colonies was over all rather low; only

at the locations in Poland and Italy

higher spore numbers were occa-

sionally observed.  In most apiaries

we only observed the “new” Nosema

species Nosema ceranae, while

Nosema apis was restricted to few 

locations and mostly occurred in

mixed infections with N. ceranae.

Pure N. apis infections were sporadi-

cally found only in Finland and

Poland.  Thus, our data do not sup-

port Nosema ceranae as a major

cause for substantial colony losses

(Meixner et al., 2014).  

Viruses 

The frequency of virus infections

(Acute Bee Paralysis Virus and De-

formed Wing Virus) was also strongly

influenced by the apiary location.

For instance, in autumn 2010 in

samples from Finland, no viruses at

all were found, while both viruses

were present in all analyzed samples

from Bulgaria.  Overall we could not

determine an effect of genetic origin

on the frequency of virus infections.

However, an in-depth study per-

fomed on samples from the Greek lo-

cation (one of the largest, containing

4 genotypes) showed that local

colonies tended to have lower levels

of pathogens.  In this case study the

seasonal trends of the viruses were

confirmed (lower levels in spring,

higher in autumn), together with the

significant correlation between var-

roa and DWV (Francis et al., 2014 b).

Local bees may be at advantage

Thus, our results clearly demonstrate

that location effects play a predomi-

nant role in the occurrence of bee

diseases.  Both local and foreign

bees suffered from parasites and

other pathogens.  Yet, the mean sur-

vival duration of local bee origins

was significantly longer than that of

foreign ones.  Possibly, this ostensi-

ble contradiction indicates that local

bees may command more resources

for keeping parasites and pathogens

in check, due to their better adapta-

tion to the local environment, cli-

mate and vegetation, but also to the

locally prevailing management meth-

ods.  In addition, newer research

demonstrated that especially viruses

exhibit substantial genetic variation

across regions that may influence

their virulence (Cornman et al.,

2013).  It could be possible that local

bees are better adapted to “their”

strains of viruses and are therefore

better able to cope with them.  

The best bee does not exist!

In conclusion, our experiment

demonstrated that “the best bee”

showing excellent performance and

superior disease tolerance across all

environments does not exist.  In-

stead, the local bees were not only

the most long-lived, but in many

cases also received better scores for

gentleness and honey yield.

Therefore, we suggest devoting

more attention to the preservation of

the variety of genetic resources of

honey bees across Europe.  One way

to achieve this could be the estab-

lishment of conservation areas to

protect endangered populations

from uncontrolled introgression of

imported strains.  In particular, how-

ever, we would like to emphasize the

necessity of regional selection and

breeding efforts.  Such efforts would

contribute to an improvement of

local bees and, in consequence, in-

crease their acceptance with local

beekeepers.  Special attention within

such programs should be devoted to

traits like disease tolerance and 

vitality.

The uncontrolled importation of bee

strains from different areas endan-

gers well-adapted local bee popula-

tions and is often not even to the

advantage of the beekeeper, as our

experimental results show.  For the

common beekeeper, our recommen-

dation would be to purchase queens

from local breeders whose material

has been selected after long-term

comparative testing in their own re-

gion.  

The results of this experiment have

been published with open access in a

series of scientific articles in the cur-

rent Special Issue (May 2014) of Jour-

nal of Apicultural Research

(www.ibrabee.org) and are listed in

the references.  This article provides

an overview on the most significant

results.  

5B IM 45  –  Spr ing  2015

Figure 4: Scientists and technicians discussing the assessment of colonies during the experiment.
Photo: Meixner
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Figure 5: Scientists and technicians discussing the assessment of colonies during the experiment.
Photo: Meixner
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There are many examples of non-na-

tive animals, plants and diseases

being accidentally or intentionally in-

troduced into the UK e.g. the grey

squirrel, Japanese knotweed, ash

dieback, myxomotosis and American

signal crayfish – the list worldwide is

long. The movement of food, plants

and hive products around the world

increases the risk of the importation

of exotic animals and diseases. Fol-

lowing are the known problems re-

sulting from such movement.

Since 1859, when Thomas Woodbury

procured queens from Liguria in

Italy, thousands of queen honey bees

have been imported into this country

with the intention of producing bet-

ter bees than the native British black

bee. It is recognized by many that

cross-breeding between the different

sub-species has been the cause of in-

creasingly aggressive bees. It is obvi-

ous, but not to all, that a bee that

has evolved to live in a Mediter-

ranean climate is different to one

that has evolved to live in colder

northern climates. The recent report

(2014) of a COLOSS experiment

shows that locally adapted strains of

honey bees consistently performed

better than foreign strains5. Import-

ing bees has diluted the gene pool

and increased the risk of importing

pests and diseases.     

The microsporidium Nosema cer-

anae was thought to be only a para-

site of Apis cerana, the Eastern

honey bee, but has been found in

Western honey bees across the world

including the UK (first described in

1996 and identified in 2005 as a dis-

ease of A. mellifera in Spain).

Varroa destructor (formerly V. 

jacobsoni)2, an external parasitic

mite, was first discovered in Java by

Oudemons in 1904. The mite was

originally limited to and evolved on

A. cerana, the Eastern honey bee.

Since the Western honey bee was a

better honey producer, A. mellifera

colonies were taken to Asia and be-

came infested with the mite. The

damage to A. cerana is not serious –

strategies have evolved to limit the

damage e.g. biting the mite’s cara-

pace.  A. mellifera had not previ-

ously been exposed to the mite and,

consequently, had not evolved a typi-

cal parasite/host relationship. ‘The

mites feed on adult bees and brood,

weakening them and spreading

harmful pathogens such as bee

viruses. Infested colonies eventually

die out unless control measures are

regularly applied’4.      

From the early 1950s, the mite

spread across the world, helped by

migratory beekeeping, reaching the

U.K. in 1992 and is now widespread.

In 1971, A. cerana was imported to a

research institute in Oberursal,

Frankfurt, Germany. Subsequently,

varroa was found in A. mellifera

colonies. Australia is the only coun-

try thought to be free of the mite3.

It is not known how varroa reached

this country. ‘Inadvertent movement

of infested bees in imported goods

is thought to be the most likely

cause, although deliberate illegal im-

portation of bees from infested

countries is also possible’4.

The Small Hive Beetle (Aethina 

tumida), native to southern Africa,

was found in the USA in 1998 and is

causing widespread damage to

colonies. It has also been found in

Australia, Canada, Cuba, Hawaii, Por-

tugal, Mexico, Jamaica and Italy

(2014). The SHB larvae in Portugal

were found in a consignment of

queen bees from Texas, USA and

were eradicated. The Canadian out-

break was traced to imports of unre-

fined wax from Texas, USA.   

In Africa, the SHB is regarded as a

minor pest because the native bees

are able to cope. When it spread to

other countries, the local bees could

not cope so well. SHB can breed rap-

idly and its effect on colonies can be

devastating. It eats brood, honey and

pollen, destroying comb as it does

so, and spoils honey by causing fer-

mentation. Uncontrolled, the SHB can

wipe out a weak colony. It has not

been found in the U.K. but it can

only be a matter of time.

The Asian Hornet, Vespa velutina

nigrithorax, arrived in France in

2005, probably from a consignment

of pottery from China, and quickly

spread. The hornet predates colonies

and has become a serious problem.

It has not been found in the U.K.

Apis cerana, the Eastern honey bee,

was intentionally introduced from

Java to Papua New Guinea in the late

1970s. From 1995, swarms on ships

to Australia were intercepted and de-

stroyed. In 2007, a colony found in

Cairns, Queensland, was destroyed.

More colonies and swarms were de-

tected and destroyed. In 2011, eradi-

cation was deemed to be not

feasible. There were also incursions

in New Zealand and, possibly,

Hawaii.

Studies in Japan showed that if there

are no other males to mate with Apis

mellifera queens, queens will mate

with A. cerana drones. After such

mating the eggs fail to hatch, hatch

into drones or, rarely, into female

clones of the queen (thelytoky). In an

Australian study1, researchers found

4 out of 12 A. mellifera queens had

mated with A. cerana drones. None

of 22 A. cerana queens had mated

with A. mellifera drones. The eggs

from A. mellifera queens that con-

tained A. cerana sperm were tested.

No hybrid eggs were detected and it

was assumed that hybrid eggs either

do not hatch or are removed by the

workers.   
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The conclusion was that the pres-

ence of A. cerana in Australia may

reduce the productivity of A. mellif-

era colonies.

The Cape honey bee, Apis mellifera

capensis occurs naturally in the Cape

region of South Africa. Unlike the

haploid, male eggs produced by lay-

ing workers in other honey bee sub-

species, some A. m. capensis laying

workers can produce diploid, female

eggs – a process called thelytokous

parthenogenesis (‘virgin birth’), pro-

duction of male or female offspring

without mating.   The A. m. capensis

worker essentially produces a

pseudo-clone of herself by fusing the

egg pronucleus with one of the polar

bodies that results during meiosis,

thereby forming a diploid nucleus

that continues to develop into a nor-

mal female bee (either a queen or

worker).

Diploid eggs occur in <1% of worker-

laid eggs of other honey bee sub-

species. So while thelytoky is the

exception in other honey bee sub-

species, it is common in A. m. capen-

sis colonies.

When A. m. capensis workers ex-

pressing the thelytoky phenotype in-

vade another, non-related, honey bee

colony, the resulting clones become

laying workers themselves (rather

than foragers). The eggs they lay

mimic the queen pheromone and are

not policed by the A. m. scutellata

workers. It has been hypothesised by

researchers at Sheffield University

that the A. m. capensis brood pro-

duces pheromones that encourages

the nurse bees to feed the brood

more and richer food, more like

‘royal jelly’. In the presence of

pseudo queens, the queen is re-

jected and their presence prevents

an emergency queen being reared.

Eventually the A. m. capensis clones

become so numerous that there are

not enough non-laying workers to

sustain the host colony and the

colony dwindles and dies.  The A. m.

capensis bees drain resources and

offer no benefit to the host colony.

When the colony inevitably dies, the

remaining A. m. capensis bees dis-

perse to other host colonies.

In the early 1990s, about 200 A. m.

capensis colonies were moved into

the northern part of South Africa re-

sulting in 30,000 A. m. scutellata

colonies being parasitized6.

A. m. scutellata was introduced into

Brazil in the 1950s in an effort to in-

crease honey production by cross-

breeding with various European

sub-species such as A. m. ligustica

and A. m. iberiensis.   In 1957, 26

swarms were accidentally released

and since then have spread through-

out South and Central America

reaching North America in 1985. 

A. m. scutellata evolved in an area

where there was no tradition of bee-

keeping and, therefore, no selection.

It had to cope with bee robbing, pro-

longed droughts, aggressive insects

such as ants and wasps and attacks

from animals such as the honey

badger. Consequently, A. m. scutel-

lata bees are swarmy and highly de-

fensive. They are more likely to

attack a perceived threat and, when

they do so, attack relentlessly and in

larger numbers. They have been

known to pursue a perceived threat

for a distance of well over 500 me-

ters (1/4 mile). This aggressively

protective behaviour, has earned

them the nickname ‘killer bees’ by

the media – they are better described

as Africanised bees. It was said that

the A. m. scutellata queens hatched

before any other queens i.e. the re-

sulting bees were not hybrids. How-

ever, recent studies using DNA

analysis suggests that they do 

hybridise.

Tropilaelaps is a mite which has

been found infesting colonies of the

Giant honey bee, A. dorsata and in-

troduced Apis mellifera throughout

Asia, which has spread dramatically

during the last 40 years.  

Adult mites lay their eggs on bee lar-

vae inside brood cells. These hatch

and feed on the bee’s haemolymph

weakening its growth. It has not

been found in the U.K. or the rest of

Europe. Survival and spread depend

on a continuous year-round food

supply of bee larvae. In cold winters,

brood rearing ceases. However, in re-

cent years, warmer winters have re-

sulted in uninterrupted brood

production. If the mite was intro-

duced through imports and they be-

came established, together with

global warming, they could pose a

serious threat.

Conclusion

In 2009, there were 10,787 known

imports of queens from Hawaii

(4,182), Greece (2,085), Slovenia

(2,034), Cyprus (778), New Zealand

(740), Italy (375), Australia (300),

Poland (128), Germany (113), Den-

mark (44) & Austria (8). SHB has

been found in Australia, Hawaii and

Italy.   

Unfortunately, banning the importa-

tion of bees is unlikely and it is not
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feasible to ban imports of goods.

Clearly, the importation of bees,

plants (including soil), bee products,

etc. and swarms is potentially dan-

gerous to the health of U.K. colonies.

Apiaries near ports, airports, etc. are

being monitored and there are con-

tingency plans in place. All beekeep-

ers should be alert and report any

possible findings. 

1. Reproductive interference be-

tween honey bee species in Australia

and China (published [2014] in 

Molecular Energy: 23: 1096-1107).

2. V. destructor was thought to be

a closely related mite species called

V. jacobsoni.  Both species parasitize

A. cerana.  However, the species

originally described as V. jacobsoni

by Oudemans is not the same

species that also attacks A. mellifera.

V. jacobsoni was shown to be only

moderately harmful to bees – V. de-

structor was identified as the mite

responsible for colony losses (Ander-

son DL, Trueman JWH. 2000. Varroa

jacobsoni (Acari: Varroidae) is more

than one species. Experimental and

Applied Acarology 24: 165-189.)   It

was the Chinese research scientist

Jan Tsinhe who, in 1965, first estab-

lished a relationship between honey-

bee death and the occurrence of the

varroa mite.

3. In early 2010, an isolated sub-

species of bee was discovered in

Kufra (south-eastern Libya) that ap-

pears to be free of the mite. Honigbi-

enenart in der Sahara entdeckt

[Honey bee species discovered in the

Sahara] . Die Zeit. July 2010.

4. Managing Varroa (Defra) –

Crown copyright.

5. ‘The influence of genetic origin

and its interaction with environmen-

tal effects on the survival of Apis

mellifera L. colonies in Europe’ Jour-

nal of Apicultural Research (Vol. 53

(2) pp. 205-214).’ [2014].

6. Univ. of Florida: entnemdept.ufl.

edu/creatures/misc/bees/cape_

honey_bee.htm.

7. However, the Republic of Ireland

had a ban on the importation of

bees, but this did not prevent the 

introduction of varroa.

Brian Dennis

“Can you,” I asked him, as we parted,

“after all these years of experience,

lay down for beginners in beeman-

ship one royal maxim of success

above any other?”   “Well, they might

take some warning from … King

Solomon,” he said, “and beware the

foreign feminine element. Let British

bee-keepers cease to import queen

bees from Italy and elsewhere, and

stick to the good old English Black.   

The English black bee is a more gen-

erous honey-maker in indifferent

seasons; she does not swarm so de-

terminedly, under proper treatment,

as the Ligurians or Carniolans; and,

above all, though she is not so hand-

some as some of her Continental 

rivals, she comes of a hardy northern

race, and stands the ups and downs

of the British winter better than any

of the fantastic yellow-girdled crew

from overseas.”

The Bee-master of Warrilow

by Rev. Tickner Edwardes, 1920

Some years ago some misguided 

experimenter introduced Italian bees

to the Island of St Mary’s, Scilly, and

with them foul brood, which soon 

ruined every apiary on the island.   

There was one of the islands, how-

ever, that was not affected, and the

Governor of Scilly was able to per-

suade the people to get rid utterly of

all their infected tackle, and all the

stocks on St Mary’s, and the island

was re-stocked with pure old-timers

from the unaffected island.

W J Farmer, 

BBJ January 16th 1930

I have ascertained beyond doubt that

the good old British bee still exists,

absolutely pure, in Scilly.  Mr A Mum-

ford, of Holy Vale, St Mary’s of Scilly

writes me:- “In answer to your letter

about the old English black bee, I

myself can honestly say that my bees

are the native black.  They have ex-

isted here for years, and no bees are

allowed to be landed from main-

land.”  I am confident that this good

old race will again supply the tables

of British people with honey gath-

ered by the bees known to Shake-

speare and our forefathers.

W J Farmer, 

BBJ February 20th 1930

“For some years I have been crossing

drones of an English-bred strain of

Italians to the successive daughters

of a cross-bred hybrid queen which

came to me in a swarm. The queen

… was extremely prolific – too much

so in fact. They … could be really

bad tempered at times and nothing

would stop them swarming.”

The British Bee Journal

March 1930
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We set off on the morning of Friday

26th September for the BIBBA and

SICMAM joint conference not quite

knowing what to expect.  It was a

fine autumnal morning and as we

travelled to the Pavilion in Llan-

gollen, North Wales we enjoyed the

areas of “outstanding natural

beauty”. They certainly deserved

their name.

The Pavilion is an imposing but mod-

ern building which was well chosen

for the event.  The conference was

hosted by South Clwyd Beekeepers

Association who provided the stew-

ards and the day to day support.

They did an excellent job and always

seemed to be on hand when direc-

tions or help were needed.

There were three lecture streams

with each stream providing five lec-

tures per day.  So that gave me a

choice of 45 lectures.  The problem I

had was that they all looked really in-

teresting and I could only manage

one third of them at most!  Speakers

came from all over Europe and pro-

vided a truly international feel to the

whole event.  Over the three days

this meant that we could attend up

to 15 lectures and listen to some of

the latest research.  

Most, but not all of the presentations

were concerned with our native

Northern European Black Bee, Apis

mellifera mellifera ( A.m.m.).

Trisha Marlow’s lecture “Fit to rule?

Nutrition for queen honeybees” was

interesting and informative and, I am

pleased to say, well attended.  Trisha

is obviously very up to date.

I always look forward to hearing 

Graham Royle because I regard him

as one of the best speakers we have

at the moment and I know he is in

great demand.  Usually I hear him

talk about some aspect of micros-

copy so it was a particular pleasure

to hear him on “the Hive Mind”.  This

was really about how colonies make

decisions and it was, as expected,

brilliant.

I could go on mentioning the many

excellent and varied talks.  Celia

Davis, Geoff Critchley and Michael

Mac Giolla Coda are always good.

But I really want to give an overall

flavour of the Conference rather than

a blow by blow account.

I enjoyed it particularly because it

was international, and I assume this

was because it was a joint confer-

ence with SICAMM.  Delegates were

from many European and some non-

European countries and it was inter-

esting to talk with them at the break

and lunch times.  I heard about

A.m.m. in the Urals, in the Hebrides

and in Poland, the Netherlands and

France and, of course in Ireland.  You

don’t get this number of interna-

tional delegates even at the BBKA

Spring Convention.  It had that rare,

but truly international, friendly feel

about it.

We stayed for the full three days and

enjoyed many informative and enter-

taining lectures.  And I must mention

my favourite.  Willie Robson and fam-

ily have been keeping bees in

Northumberland for three genera-

tions and making a good living doing

so.  He talked without notes or the

assistance of a power point presenta-

tion.  But he clearly knows his bees

and what he is talking about.  And,

unlike Ed Miliband at the recent

Labour Party Conference, he didn’t

“forget” important topics.

There was another aspect of this

Conference which I feel needs a spe-

cial mention – the food. Well, not

just the food but the way it was pre-

pared and served.  The catering was

done exclusively by the local college,

Coleg Cambria.  The young catering

students were taking a course called

VRQ; a two year programme in hos-

pitality.  There were about 250 peo-

ple at the conference each day and

these students prepared all of the

food and drinks.  And, seeing as

there were both hot and cold choices

and veggie and non veggie options,

this was quite a challenge.  I spoke

with some of the students and was

amazed to find that some had only

been there for a few weeks; they

were first years.  One young woman,

Emma Leigh Butland had only been

at Coleg Cambria since early Septem-

ber and her manner and enthusiasm

were a credit to her tutors.  She

served me endless tea at all the non-

scheduled times (as well as the offi-

cial tea breaks) and she did it

happily.

I think BIBBA have excelled them-

selves with this Conference.  Often

there is some aspect that doesn’t go

to plan, but not that I could see with

this one.  The venue, Llangollen

Pavilion was inspirational.  It seemed

to be just the right size, and al-

though there was some “leakage”

from one hall to the next, the inter-

ference didn’t spoil things.

Apparently the organizing committee

was small, I don’t really know.  But it

must have been good because I

heard no one complaining.  Well no

one except me, that is.  There were

just too many really good lectures,

usually in adjacent rooms.  There

were outstanding, internationally

known speakers on at the same time

… every day!

This Conference was an outstanding

anniversary conference for 50 years

of BIBBA.  Congratulations BIBBA!

Margaret Murdin
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As BIBBA was originally formed as

the Village Bee Breeders Association

(VBBA) in 1964, this year's biennial

conference coincided with our 50th

anniversary, so it was considered ap-

propriate for it to celebrate 50 years

of existence.

I think it is true to say the committee

had differing ideas on what form it

should take and indeed the expected

success.  Some wanted it to be a

two-day event with one stream of lec-

tures, others wanted more.  One per-

son suggested there wouldn't be

more than 50 attendees, others

thought a good programme would

attract a lot more.

A subcommittee was formed:  Trisha

Marlow, Roger Cullum-Kenyon, Steve

Rose and myself as BIBBA Conference

and Workshop secretary.  We had no

leader, we just set out what we

needed to do and allocated tasks to

whoever was best placed or qualified

to deal with them.

Several suggestions were put for-

ward for a possible venue.  It was

agreed that Wales should host the

conference, so following a strong

case by Steve Rose we settled on the

Pavilion at Llangollen, that was close

to him and he knew quite well.  The

Pavilion was built specifically for the

International Music Eisteddfod and

isn't used enough for other events.

Steve made enquiries and it soon be-

came clear the management were

looking to make much more use of it

and we were offered a very good

deal.

Steve and I visited the Pavilion and it

was obvious that we would struggle

to find anywhere more suitable.

Some events of this nature have on-

site accommodation and we knew

this might be expected by some at-

tendees, but it does restrict choice,

as many suitable venues are likely to

be educational establishments, so

only available out of term. Llangollen

and the surrounding area boasts

5,000 beds, so we felt there was

something to suit all needs varying

from campsites to a full range of 

hotels.  We did try to obtain special

deals, but the only hotel that offered

anything quickly withdrew their offer

– I think with a reprimand to the staff

member who offered it!

To run an event of this type it is

helpful if funding can be obtained

and this was forthcoming from a

local funding agency, Cadwyn Clwyd.

Although we had to jump through

quite a few hoops, which you would

expect when they are dealing with

public money, we found them very

supportive and easy to deal with.

After a bit of persuasion from me we

settled on three days with two lec-

ture streams, one concentrating on

the needs of BIBBA members, that in-

cluded anything relating to the

breeding of native or near native

bees and one stream of general bee-

keeping.  The former to help bee-

keepers to improve their bees and

the latter to help them improve their

techniques and knowledge.  It was

hoped to have a programme that was

attractive to all beekeepers, which I

think we achieved.

North Wales appears to some to be a

very long way away, but we tried to

consider all possible attendees.  It is

a relatively short distance from Holy-

head, so fairly easy from Ireland and

fairly central to all our members who

reside in the whole of Britain and Ire-

land.  The closest station to Llan-

gollen is Ruabon, which is a few

minutes away by bus.  The road net-

work is much better than it appears,

although those who live in South

Wales didn't think so!

Soon after starting it became known

that SICAMM were struggling to find

a hosting country for their confer-

ence that was also due to be held in

the autumn of 2014, the previous

one being the excellent conference

that was held in Landquart, Switzer-

land in September 2012.  There was

a suggestion we could combine the

two conferences and following dis-

cussions the BIBBA committee

agreed to combining them, although

as we are beekeepers perhaps the

term should be "uniting"!  The

SICAMM president at the time was

Dorian Pritchard and the secretary is

Philip Denwood, both BIBBA mem-

bers, so that helped.

SICAMM aren't a conventional bee-

keepers’ association.  They are a

group of beekeepers from all over

Europe, mainly supporters of the

dark European honey bee Apis mellif-

era mellifera.  There is no formal

membership, so anyone can be in-

volved, with no subscription and a

fairly loose constitution.  Members,

or should I say supporters, can be

anybody from the ordinary bee-

keeper to the top bee scientists –

you don't even have to be a bee-

keeper.  Their main activity is a con-

ference that is held every two years

in a different country.  This is organ-

ised and financed mainly by the

hosting country, but has built up

some traditions that are expected by

supporters, that we tried to accom-

modate.

It was obvious that a funding agency

wouldn't fund an organisation as

loose as SICAMM, especially as there

is no local tie, so it was decided the

best way was to have the event or-

ganised as a BIBBA conference, but

to bolt the SICAMM conference to it.

We felt it was important for both or-

ganisations to retain their own iden-

tity and as the main SICAMM

organisers were Dorian and Philip,

we could remove the financial expo-

sure from them that might have

been created by any losses.  A major

bonus was there was little extra cost

to BIBBA by including SICAMM, as

large expenses such as the venue

were already covered.

BIBBA is an organisation with a large

catchment area and this may not be
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attractive to a funding agency, so we

were pleased when Steve Rose's BKA,

South Clwyd BKA, agreed to host the

event.  This was the final element

that helped bring the whole idea 

together.

We enjoyed the full support of the

Welsh Beekeepers Association who

sponsored a lecture as well as their

chairman Jenny Shaw giving the

opening address.  Bee Diseases In-

surance (BDI) also provided some

sponsorship.

The addition of SICAMM worked

quite well.  Many of their supporters

came from countries across Europe

that included Spain, Switzerland,

Russia, Poland, Latvia, Norway, Swe-

den, Denmark, Germany and Hol-

land.  The budget airlines serve the

smaller airports well, with Manches-

ter, Liverpool and Birmingham all

easily accessible by train.  Some of

the local beekeepers collected atten-

dees from Ruabon station late at

night to take them to their hotels.

Having attended previous SICAMM

conferences I thought SICAMM

should have their own programme as

if it was their own conference.  This

gave us an extra stream of lectures

which added more choice for atten-

dees.  I organised the lectures for

the two "BIBBA" streams while Dorian

Pritchard organised the "SICAMM"

stream.

SICAMM, like BIBBA, are mainly sup-

portive of Amm, but they have a

more academic slant.  The addition

of a third stream added a different

dimension and it meant that atten-

dees had a greater choice of lec-

tures.  We had an added problem in

that traditionally SICAMM presenta-

tions are usually 20 or 30 minutes

long, which Dorian was keen to re-

tain, but BIBBA had already decided

on 60 minutes.  We soon agreed that

one-hour sessions would suit both of

us, but we might have to fight about

presenters who might have lectured

at both events if held independently.

In the end we managed this quite

well.

I have heard or know a lot of speak-

ers and I knew there was some ex-

pertise available to us, many of

whom may not be household names,

but who I knew would give good lec-

tures with sound content, based on

experience rather than regurgitating

material from books as so many do.

I had the idea that in general each

speaker would only give one presen-

tation, so they could enjoy the rest

of the conference.  There was a view

by a number of people that this was

far too ambitious, but I think the an-

swer is, it worked well with very little

duplication.  I resisted the call to

have keynote speakers, as I wanted

each speaker to feel they were mak-

ing an equal contribution. It is only a

personal view, but so often I find the

big names disappointing.

I have to say the publicity wasn't as

good as I would have liked.  We

missed some good opportunities,

but we managed to contact virtually

every BKA in the BIBBA catchment

area.  I spoke to several BKAs who I

know had received information, but

hadn't publicised it.  When asked

why, the excuse was similar – "we

can't get members to our own meet-

ings, so they aren't going to North

Wales!"  Well, if you don't tell them,

you will never know.  Some maga-

zine editors, local BKA secretaries

and website administrators were very

helpful and I would like to express

our thanks to them.

We thought about what trade stands

to invite and this wasn't as easy as it

might seem.  With no track record it

is difficult to expect the trade to sup-

port a three-day event that might in-

clude the expense of accommo-

dation and meals for staff.  It must

be remembered that some attendees
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Jenny Shaw – Chairman of the WBKA, giving the opening address

The trade stands area at the conference
Photo – Ian McLean
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will come from abroad, many travel-

ling light on budget airlines, so re-

ducing possible sales.  It is un-

reasonable to promise what we may

not be able to deliver and to have

too much competition for the same

products. In the end we invited a

small number of trade stands and to

the best of my knowledge they were

all satisfied.

We were briefly in discussion with

IBRA to hold their AGM on one

evening, as this might have boosted

attendance at both events, but this

didn't go ahead.

In an attempt to save time and avoid

processing a large number of

cheques we used an online booking

system.  Some found it easy, yet oth-

ers had difficulties.  I don't know the

reasons, but with a large number of

transactions there are bound to be a

few problems, whatever the system.

It is sometimes difficult to pick a

date that doesn't clash with other

events. It was only when I contacted

Irish speakers I realised we clashed

with the pencilled in date of the

Clonmel Honey Show.  This is a

major event in the Irish beekeeping

calendar and would have meant a

much reduced Irish attendance.

Irene Power is the secretary of the

Clonmel Honey Show and she man-

aged to change the date.  I spoke to

Irene at the National Honey Show

and she told me their entries were

200 up on the previous year, so the

change worked in more ways than

one!

We did end up clashing with the In-

stitute of Northern Ireland Beekeep-

ers and Scottish Beekeepers Assoc-

iation conferences, which was unfor-

tunate and probably affected atten-

dances at all three events.

Feeding and watering a large gather-

ing is something that needs to be

spot on and Steve Rose found Coleg

Cambria who proved to be excellent.

Their organising was very efficient,

they were very helpful and the food

outstanding.  The celebration dinner

was well attended and food superb.

The Welsh lamb shank was so appre-

ciated by an Irish table they kindly

made a presentation to me of a

plateful of bones for my dog Nell!

This was typical of the friendship

and banter that was in abundance

throughout the conference.

We arranged a full and varied pro-

gramme for accompanying people,

and although bookings were disap-

pointing they were much appreciated

by the few that did attend.  We set

up a visit to a local apiary, which was

also poorly supported and so was

cancelled.  With the benefit of hind-

sight we didn't publicise them as

well as we could have done.

Following many emails and 'phone

calls, Dorian and I tried to get the

programme in a state where we

could publish it fairly early to try to

attract early bookings.  Some speak-

ers responded quickly, but others

needed a bit of chasing!  We had a

few changes early on, but I'm

pleased to say we had no problems

at the conference, with no late

changes, although there were

backup speakers arranged if needed.

In the end there were 52 presenta-

tions in 42 sessions, with 44 speak-

ers from 14 different countries.  This

makes it the most comprehensive

beekeeping event I have seen in the

U.K. in my 50 years in beekeeping

and I suspect it may never be 

repeated.

Speaker and lecture profiles were

posted on BIBBA and Dave Cush-

man's websites.  They will both be

retained for historic purposes.  The

same information was put into the

printed programme, that I suspect

will be kept by many attendees as a

reminder of what turned out to be a

memorable beekeeping experience.
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The Pavilion proved to be an excel-

lent location and the staff were in-

credibly helpful throughout.

Nothing was too much trouble for

them.

South Clwyd BKA were brilliant and

were very helpful with welcoming

and booking in attendees.  If you

have travelled for several hours, a

free drink, no queues and a nice

bright cheery face is a welcome sight

and there were certainly a number of

those.

In putting the programme together

we tried to get the best available.

With 44 speakers and 250 attendees

on each day it was expected there

would be some complaints, but apart

from a few minor comments, mainly

on methods of presentation, rather

than content, I heard nothing of a

negative nature.  The speakers all

did a brilliant job and I would be

happy to book them all again.

When Dorian and I had completed

our lists we assembled the pro-

gramme to try to give a wide varia-

tion of topic at each session.  I think

we achieved that quite well, but I had

several comments from attendees

saying they had difficulty choosing

which lecture to attend as they

wanted to go to all of them – not a

bad problem!

With three simultaneous lectures in

adjacent rooms good timekeeping is

essential.  Some time before the

event chairmen were chosen and cir-

culated with a set of guidance notes,

so they all knew what was happening

elsewhere.  They were asked which

lecture they preferred to attend, so

they wouldn't miss their favourite

and this was achieved.

The three lecture halls had different

capacity, so we conducted a pre-

event poll asking attendees which

lectures they preferred.  This gave us

an opportunity to stage the most

popular one in the largest hall.  It

was a good job we did, because

some results weren't what we 

expected.

The whole conference was arranged

by phone, email and just two site 

visits.  The full sub-committee never

met in person, but the event came

together well.

I think the largest number of com-

ments I had was about the informa-

tion screen that showed times and

locations of lectures on a rolling

basis.  I had as many comments say-

ing it rolled too fast as I did saying it

was too slow!  I'm guessing we got it

about right!

I have had several people ask me

where next year’s conference will be.

This one took 12 months of hard

graft to organise and a lot of input

from a lot of people.  Nice though it

would be to have one every year, I'm

afraid every two years is the best you

will get.  I'm working on a few ideas,

so don't give up hope!

The atmosphere throughout the

three days was vibrant, without any

obvious personality problems that

sometimes blight such events.

There were attendees from a number

of countries and a lot of networking

and humour in evidence.  As one of

the organisers I was busy most of

the time, so didn't have much time

to chat.  If I appeared to be abrupt I

didn't mean to be, so I apologise.  

I actually enjoyed the event as much

as everybody else.

BIBBA sometimes attracts a certain

amount of criticism, unfortunately at

times from members, but one thing

is certain and that is we are well ca-

pable of staging a major beekeeping

event that attracts high quality

speakers that satisfies attendees and

increases their knowledge.

Roger Patterson
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Roger Patterson working on a last minute change to the programme schedule 
Photo – Roger Cullum-Kenyon

Meeting and greeting Friday morning
Photo – Roger Cullum-Kenyon
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The “castle in the city of ravens”,

Castell Dinas Brân, lowers over the

pleasant town of Llangollen 500 feet

below.  Built in 1260 by Prince

Madoc of Powys, it once housed a

beautiful, but frosty princess about

whom a poet once wrote it was eas-

ier to scale her castle mound than

raise a smile on her face.  But Llan-

gollen these days is a happy town,

astride the old stagecoach road from

London to Holyhead, a beautiful

route our railway planners happily

overlooked.  Along that route you

still see ravens.

Llangollen is renowned as the host

of a lively folk festival, the Interna-

tional Eisteddfod, held every year in

June, but one weekend in September

its pavilion hosted a celebration of a

different kind, a super conference to

commemorate the 50th anniversary

of the founding of BIBBA.  SICAMM

was struggling to find a venue for its

regular biennial conference, so the

two joined forces and the result was

something outstanding.

BIBBA had already sketched out two

parallel streams of lectures, one for

beginners, the other for more ad-

vanced beekeepers, then SICAMM

joined in with another packed pro-

gramme of international speakers

from across Europe.  This time it in-

cluded two Russian scientists, one

Czech, two from Latvia and eminent

representatives from the Netherlands

and Spain.  With over 40 lectures and

three lecture streams running in par-

allel I could attend only a selection of

what was on offer.  The saving grace

was a good interval for moving be-

tween halls and I hardly heard an ad-

verse comment.

By common consent the star presen-

ter was Robert Paxton, now at the

University of Halle in Germany, who

to the wails of spaghetti western

music gave the opening lecture “Hy-

bridization, the good, the bad and

the ugly”.  This was an excellent

presentation that set the tone for the

whole programme.

Conservation

The great success for British native

honeybee conservation at the end of

2013 was the establishment of the

first UK dark bee reserve on the adja-

cent Scottish islands of Colonsay and

Oronsay, thanks to the tireless ef-

forts of Andrew Abrahams.  Andrew

reminded us that this reserve repre-

sents a vitally important genetic re-

source, secured now for future

generations, a resource for teaching

and, because of Colonsay’s virtually

disease-free status, a scientific con-

trol population.  It is already fulfilling

its potential in several ways, but the

future of the reserve concerns him.

One possibility is that it could be

owned by a trust comprised of inter-

ested parties, in support of a resi-

dent manager.  He suggests that for

long-term survival it should pay

taxes, rather than take grants.

Aoife Nic Giolla Coda outlined the es-

tablishment and first two years of

operation of the Native Irish Honey

Bee Society (NIHBS).  This boasts rep-

resentation from the four provinces,

its aims being the conservation,

study, improvement and reintroduc-

tion of A.m. mellifera in both north-

ern and southern Ireland.  It owns a

dark bee honey label and those

members who wish to use it must

sign up to certain conditions.  Their

website is at www.nihbs.org.

The Russian scientists were Dr

Rustem Ilyasov and Dr Anna Bran-

dorf.  There are millions of colonies

in Russia including those of five na-

tive subspecies, the distribution of

which was shown in Anna’s poster.

Mellifera has become by far the most

widespread, with at least eight popu-

lations, because of its resistance to

long winters, nosema and honeydew

toxicosis, and efficient use of abun-

dant though short-term nectar flows.

Individual foragers carry twice the

weight of nectar as carpatica for-

agers so mellifera can harvest nearly

double the quantity of nectar per

day.  Moreover, mellifera uses only

two-thirds the honey in winter.  How-

ever, the mellifera gene pool is now

critically threatened as a result of un-

controlled imports.  The “Breeding

Center of Apis m. mellifera L” in

Kirov was set up in 2012 specifically

for its identification and 

propagation.

In the Bashkirian National Parks are

around 750 colonies, in artificial

nests within living tree trunks, or

hollow logs fixed high in trees, out

of the reach of bears.  The trees are

marked with signature signs to show
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A SICAMM perspective

The guardian of Dinas Brân. 

Photograph by Dorian Pritchard

Robert Paxton and Philip Denwood (rhs)
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ownership and forest beekeepers

need ropes and climbing irons to

check their bees.  Rustem has identi-

fied ten M group mitotypes (effec-

tively mellifera queen lines) in the

Ural Mountains, as reported in his

book, “Wild Dark European Honey

Bees in Ural”.  

Prof. Pilar de la Rúa outlined the

aims and achievements of the BABE

dark bee survey, which terminated in

2004, and of EURBEE, founded in the

same year.  EURBEE holds a biennial

conference of bee scientists, this

year at Murcia in Spain, the next in

2016 in Romania.

The SICAMM programme included

the traditional national reports, deliv-

ered at the usual high standard.

Lucja Skonieczna reminded us of the

four native populations of Poland, of

which the Augustowska line seems

most like those in the north of Eng-

land  These are large bees with low

food consumption, white honey cap-

pings and pollen stored close to the

brood, although the Augustowska

bees are different in tending to hang

in a cluster from the bottoms of

frames.

As Harry Owns informed us, the Isle

of Man climate is superb for bees,

with 120-140 beekeepers managing

~400 colonies of essentially dark

bees.  Importation of foreign sub-

species is sensibly banned there.

Norway has a new spokesman in

Bjørn Dahle, a professional conserva-

tionist representing Norsk Brunbilag,

a conservation group established in

November 2013.  Norway has three

populations of dark bees.  The con-

servation area in southern Norway,

established by local agreement, with

the involvement of SICAMM’s

founder, Nils Drivdal, acquired legal

protection in 1987, banning move-

ment of bees in or out.  It is still

threatened by hybridization, reduc-

tion in the number of beekeepers, in-

secure funding and latterly EFB.  My

understanding is that all the former

bees in the reserve have been culled,

but new mating stations have been

set up using local hybrid queens and

dark bees imported from Colonsay,

Ireland and other external sources.

In France exotic honeybees are wide-

spread, but 15 or so pockets of na-

tive mellifera survive under

independent, amateur conservation.

In general among beekeepers main-

taining less than 70 colonies, two

thirds of those are of dark bees, but

among those with over 70, only one

third are dark.  Michel Bocquet re-

porting on this picture, mentioned

ApiClass, a French service that can

tell you the probability a supplied

wing sample is mellifera.

Ingvar Arvidsson reported on the

Swedish situation, Project Nordbi

and progress since 1984 and the es-

tablishment of a mating station in

the far Northeast.  This year he and

Per Ruth were awarded medals by

the Swedish Royal Patriotic Society

for their work for the Swedish native

honey bee.  Ingvar also entertained

us with an evening lecture on his ef-

forts to re-introduce the White

Backed Woodpecker to Sweden.

Romée van der Zee  reported on the

200 colonies of almost pure mellif-

era on Texel, among the last native

survivors in the Netherlands.

Legal aspects of European Union

membership

Eoghan Mac Giolla Coda, reviewing

the legal aspects of honey bee con-

servation, categorised conservation

areas as voluntary, legally mandated

and de facto, the last-named arising

as the outcome of other circum-

stances.  In Ireland there are now

five voluntary dark bee conservation

areas.  Since they have no legal

standing their existence requires

unanimity and constant reinforce-

ment by committed, experienced

beekeepers.  Elsewhere in Europe

legally mandated areas are often lo-

cated on islands, protected by na-

tional, regional or local laws.  They

sometimes receive support from gov-

ernment agencies and require gov-

ernment control of ingress of exotic

bees.  However, Eoghan points out

that their existence can lead to loss

of a realistic perception of the value
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Some of the new SICAMM Committee.  From left to right: Romée van der Zee, Anna Brandorf, Dorian Pritchard (outgoing President), Rustem Ilyasov,
Janis Trops, Per Thunman (Vice President), Padruot Fried and Philip Denwood (Secretary General).  Photograph by Alla Ilyasova.
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of bees, or to the idea that nothing

need be done elsewhere.

De facto conservation areas exist, for

example, where importation is

banned to prevent spread of disease,

or as in Corsica, where the native

subspecies is mellifera and the aim

is to protect the quality of the honey.

Such areas require supportive input

from beekeepers and additional legal

measures to prevent importation of

foreign bees.

Although Articles 34 and 35 of the

EU Treaty, dealing with trade restric-

tion, would seem to facilitate foreign

importation, Article 36 allows the

banning of imports if they threaten

native subspecies.  Slovenia used

this principle for protection of its na-

tive honeybee A.m. carnica.  Eoghan

concluded that EU law in fact offers

considerable scope for protection of

native populations of A.m.m.

Reproductive behaviour

One of my own analyses was of the

number of colonies with which my

bees could interact during mating.

At my home apiary, in good flying

weather, remarkably this probably

exceeds 1000, whereas at our re-

mote out-apiary, in typical Northum-

berland weather, the risk of diploid

drone production has to be reckoned

with due to the paucity of unrelated

bees.  Establishment of a “drone cor-

ridor” linking it to a more populous

area seemed like a solution, but ex-

posed an unexpected obstacle, with

Buckfast drones of unknown origin

now revealing their presence.

Michel Bocquet introduced a novel 3-

part scheme for assessing the value

of breeding stock.  His first pro-

gramme evaluates the semen quality

of drones, his second the quality of

queens, his third, the immune status

of haemolymph. 

Dr Andrzej Oleksa’s analysis of Pol-

ish stocks shows a south-north gra-

dation of the carnica material

introduced over the last 150 years,

imposed on an underlying native

mellifera genome.  Colonies tend to

be predominantly of either one or

the other subspecies, with very few

hybrids, which inspired the following

experiment.  24 A.m.m. and 24

A.m.c. native queens were allowed to

mate naturally in an environment

where drones of both races were fly-

ing.  Eight workers from each colony

were then assessed, as were one

worker per colony of four local api-

aries.  All were genotyped at 17 mi-

crosatellite loci and it was found

that, whereas the A.m.c. queens had

mated with drones of both types,

A.m.m. queens mated almost exclu-

sively with drones of their own race.

Explanations for apparent “assorta-

tive mating” include the possibilities

of reduced fitness of hybrids, differ-

ential sperm survival, preferences for

mating at different times of day and

different siting of drone congrega-

tion areas.  Other possibilities are

differences in the mating sign, in

sperm transfer, in anatomy of the

copulatory apparatus, in the possibly

superior survival rate of conspecific

spermatozoa and in selective treat-

ment of conspecific larvae by house

bees.  A significant feature with re-

spect to the Polish example is that

carnica drones search for queens at

higher altitudes (~25m) compared to

mellifera (~8m). 

Robert Paxton’s second lecture

touched on the same question and

suggested that the size of drones is

also of significance, as larger drones

ejaculate more semen.  He told us

that sperm ejaculates are initially

stratified in the spermatheca of the

queen, but get randomized shortly

after. 

John Hendrie addressed the topic of

supersedure.  The outcome of “per-

fect supersedure” is two laying

queens, although one gets elimi-

nated before the following spring.  In

“imperfect supersedure” there is a

break in brood rearing and only the

new queen is found thereafter.  Su-

persedure can occur in response to

injury of an established queen, par-

ticularly to the front legs, exposure

to chemicals and a variety of other

causes, the most common of which

is probably a decline in the queen

substance she is secreting.

Genetics

Spain produces some 33,000 tons of

honey per annum, from over 2.5 mil-

lion hives, but recently CCD has ac-

counted for 50% losses.  Prof. Pilar

de la Rúa gave the first report to

SICAMM on A.m. iberiensis, which,

although showing broadly similar

wing characters throughout the Iber-

ian Peninsula, shows DNA evidence

of hybridization.  The population of

the SW Iberian Peninsular therefore

has mtDNA of A type, showing origin

of its queen lines in North African

A.m.intermissa, while the bees in the

NE have M type mtDNA and look like

intermissa – mellifera hybrids.

There are variant mtDNA haplotypes

in the Canary and Balearic islands,

where conservation exercises are

deemed necessary, but genetic intro-

gression is not recognised as a prob-

lem on the mainland.

DNA

Dr Eleanor Jones, standing in for

Giles Budge of the DNA team at our

National Bee Unit, presented a sur-

prise outcome from their country-

wide random apiary survey.  This

was that the A.m.mellifera genome

actually dominates those of all other

Dorian Pritchard addressing the conference
Photo – Ian McLean
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subspecies right across the UK, espe-

cially in the NE of England and

Colonsay.  

However, she made a somewhat un-

settling comment on the reliability of

DNA evidence.  The latest DNA-

based approach relates to variation

in the length of series of base re-

peats like ACACACAC or GTGTGT,

known for historical reasons as “mi-

crosatellite polymorphism”.  The NBU

group tested 39 such series and

identified 12 as particularly informa-

tive, i.e. which varied in length

among the subspecies under investi-

gation.  However, Dr Jones reported

considerable inter-laboratory or

inter-operator divergence between

results obtained with the same sam-

ples.  This should not be, but could

derive from the financial restriction

of being able to analyze only one or

two bees per hive. 

The selection of which microsatel-

lites to use may explain the disrep-

ancy between Martina Siller’s

observations on Austrian samples re-

ported by Balser Fried and those of

Andrzej Oleksa.  The Austrian study

showed generally poor correlation

between DNA data and morphomet-

ric characters, except for the cubital

index, whereas Andrzej concluded

that wing morphometry is suffi-

ciently reliable for identifying car-

nica-mellifera hybrids, as defined by

their microsatellites.  Anna Brandorf

also drew attention to difficulty in

Russian subspecies identification by

morphometry, but noted complete

coincidence between the results of

DNA analysis and abdominal cuticle

colour.

Racial comparison and disease

My second lecture reported quantifi-

cation of Hubert Guerriat’s excellent

literature based comparison of the

relative performances of the major

honey bee races.  This shows that in

northern Europe mellifera wins

hands-down.  I was also able to con-

firm that in my hands, our northern

strains of mellifera show virtually

complete resistance to varroa mites,

which seems to involve delivering

lethal bites with their mandibles. 

Romée van der Zee, reporting on the

COLOSS survey observed that colony

losses were greater on moorland,

but that losses showed no correla-

tion with type of varroa treatment.

There were however, reduced varroa

related losses among dark bees on

the Dutch island of Texel.  Romée as-

sessed the contents of sealed worker

brood cells and deduced there may

be delayed or reduced reproduction

in the Texel colonies, possibly due to

temperature differences in Texel

mellifera broodnests.

In their survey of British bees, Jones

and Budge found no relationship be-

tween race and susceptibility to EFB.

Scenic tour

On Monday a party of us visited

Snowdonia.  We drove west along the

old stagecoach route, through the

turbulent land and wild woods of the

rebel warlord Owain Glyndwr.  We

saw ravens and a field of American

bison, before passing below the ice-

scoured slopes of the Glyders, to

Llanberis and the Snowdon Mountain

Railway.  It was a brilliant blue-skied

day and we saw bees near the sum-

mit, where we lunched at Hafod

Eryri, the shepherd’s summer home

in the land of eagles.  The weepingly

beautiful wooded Pass of Aber-

glaslyn then led us down to the fan-

tasy village of Portmeirion with its

phoney architecture, but glorious

tranquillity.  Then it was for home,

skirting the territory once roamed by

the Red Bandits of Dinas Mawddwy

and back to Llangollen.

We thank BIBBA, in the persons of

Steve Rose, Trisha Marlow and Roger

Cullum-Kenyon, but especially Roger

Patterson, for generously accommo-

dating us within their plans, and we

join BIBBA in thanking South Clwyd

Beekeepers and Cadwyn Clwyd for

such generous assistance.

It was a super conference, possibly

the greatest ever on honey bee con-

servation!  I think we did Beowulf

proud. Well done everyone!

Dorian Pritchard

Some of the tour party at Ty Hyll (the Ugly House) near Bettws y Coed.   From left to right: Philip Denwood, Andrzej Oleksa, Majka Budzynska Bu,
Anna Brandorf, Mary Slater, Bob Jackson, Dorian Pritchard, Balser Fried, Rustem Ilyasov, Alla Ilyasova, Ingvar Arvidsson, Łucja Skonieczna, John 
Hendrie, Padruot Fried and Ernst Haemmerli.   Photograph by Andrzej Oleksa. 
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Press Release from COLOSS

14 Nov 2014

The small hive beetle is in Europe

to stay. 

The small hive beetle (Aethina tu-

mida) is an exotic pest originally

from South Africa which can infest

honey bee (Apis mellifera) colonies,

destroying combs and brood often

causing total colony loss.  It invaded

the southern USA in the 1990s caus-

ing significant economic loss, and

has later been found in Australia,

Canada and elsewhere.  It is subject

to statutory control in most Euro-

pean countries, and contingency

plans have been in place for some

years in anticipation of its arrival.

On 11th September 2014 the small

hive beetle was discovered by bee-

keepers in Gioia Tauro, in south west

Italy.  The source of the outbreak is

currently unknown.  Attempts were

made to eradicate the beetles, by

killing colonies and treating soil with

insecticide, setting up a 20 km pro-

tection zone and 100 km surveil-

lance zone around the infested

colonies.

Subsequent investigation has found

that it is present in 48 apiaries of 13

bordering municipalities, all of them

concentrated in an area of 10 km 

radius.  Italian beekeepers have

asked that the policy of compulsory

destruction be halted, and other

measures to avoid spread be imple-

mented.

Dr Franco Mutinelli of the Istituto

Zooprofilattico Sperimentale delle

Venezie2 says: “Our inspections have

shown us that the beetle is found in

strong bee colonies as well as weak

ones, in freshly made combs as well

as old ones, and in nucleus colonies

as well as full colonies.  However,

until now the infestation appears

limited to this area of Calabria 

region”.

The President of the international

honey bee protection network

COLOSS1 Prof. Peter Neumann says:

“The COLOSS association is greatly

concerned about this discovery,

which represents the permanent 

arrival of this pest into Europe.  

It is inevitable that it will spread to

other European countries, but we

cannot yet predict what its effects on

the beekeeping industry will be.  

COLOSS members will work together

to bring scientific results into prac-

tice for the benefit of beekeepers to

help them fight this serious pest”.  

Notes:

1. COLOSS is a honey bee research

association formerly funded by the

European Union COST Programme

(Action FA0803) and currently by 

the Ricola Foundation – Nature &

Culture, which aims to explain and

prevent massive honey bee colony

losses.  

COLOSS does not directly support

science, but aims to coordinate inter-

national research activities across

Europe and worldwide, promoting

cooperative approaches and a re

search programme with a strong

focus on the transfer of science into

beekeeping practice.  

COLOSS has more than 300 mem-

bers drawn from 63 countries world-

wide.  Its President is Prof. Peter

Neumann of the University of Bern,

Switzerland. 

Website http://www.coloss.org/ 

2. The Istituto Zooprofilattico Speri-

mentale delle Venezie (IZSVe) is a

public veterinary Institute which con-

ducts prevention, control and re-

search activities in three main areas:

animal health and welfare, food

safety, and environmental protec-

tion.  Current information about the

small hive beetle is available at: 

http://www.izsvenezie.it/index.php?

option=com_content&view=article&id

=1731:aethina-tumida-epidemiologi-

cal-situation&catid=119:-beekeep-

ing&Itemid=893 

3. Information about the small hive

beetle is available from the Interna-

tional Bee Research Association at:

http://www.ibra.org.uk/articles/The-

small-hive-beetle 
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