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Welcome to December 
BIBBA Monthly!

This month we continue with matters 
relating to local BIBBA group 
activities, but also take a leap onto the 
international scene with a report by 
Roger Patterson on the Apimondia 
Conference.  
 
While on the international topic, 
SICAMM, the European society for the 
dark bee Apis mellifera mellifera, has 
moved on under its new President 
Marleen Boerjan.  Since its creation in 
Norway in 1995 it has been 
essentially an informal standing 
conference, but it has now been 
established as a legally constituted 
foundation in the Netherlands.  This 
will enable it to create a formal 
system of membership for individuals 
and national and local dark bee 
associations, to receive grants from 
the EU and other bodies, and to 
disburse grants to scientific, local and 
regional projects.  It will continue to 
sponsor biennial conferences, the 
next one being in Athlone, Ireland 
from 4th-6th September 2020, hosted 
by the Native Irish Honeybee Society.  
Further details to follow in future 
issues. 
 

Philip Denwood  
Editor
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Cover photo from John Dews collection, of a Dark 
European Honey Bee collected in 1858 
Courtesy of Iain Harley 
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NEWS BRIEF 

 
See us at BeeTradex 
Come and join over 2,500 other 
beekeepers in the biggest beekeeping 
show on 14th March 2020 from 9:00am to 
4:30pm.  
 
East of England Bee Improvement 
Groups Event  
Sunday 16 February 2020, Lawshall 
Village Hall The Glebe, Lawshall, Harrow 
Green IP29 4PE 
 
An opportunity to meet beekeepers from 
around the region to discuss Bee 
Improvement and queen rearing. 
 
Presentations on: •
•Starting and Organising a Bee •
Improvement Group - Equipment needed, 
raising finance, running a group. 
•Selecting Stock for propagation - natural •
and beekeeper selection. 
•The importance of Drones - selecting •
and positioning. 
•Starter colonies, set up and maintenance •
•Support colonies - you need bees to •
make bees - some management 
techniques. 
•Using incubators •
•Queen Introduction - mated and virgin. •
•Setting up mating nucs, 3 frame and •
mini nucs. How to run for multiple 
rounds. 
 •
In the afternoon there will be time for •
breakout groups to share best practice of 
their own activities and some time for 
planning next steps. 
 •
Tickets are free and are available through •
Eventbrite. 

Volunteer regional group 
coordinators needed. 
If you can help please contact 
 
groups@bibba.com

 
BIBBA members, can you help by 
signing up at smile.amazon.co.uk 

and selecting BIBBA as your 
designated recipient. 

 
Costs you nothing and does not 

impact the way you shop at Amazon 
but! 

It contributes 0.5% of your Amazon 
purchases to BIBBA

“We will still rely on 
members for articles of 
interest and for a 
committed team to 
maintain the schedule” 

Jo
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BIBBA Groups have been 
very successful in 

raising funds for capital 
expenditure and I wanted 
to share some pointers for 
those thinking of acquiring 
assets to expand, improve 
or start a group. 
 

The first place I would 
start is how much you 

want.  Here I would 
recommend dream big — 
think of all the equipment 
you would like in an ideal 
world and pitch for that.  
Grant applications are often 
scaled back so best to put 
forward a genuine best case 
bid and work with what you 
get.  You can often rebid 
for the rest.  I’ll deal with 
what equipment you might 
want to consider in a bid in 
a future article.  You are 
largely limited only by your 
imagination. 
In addition to applying for 
equipment some schemes 
allow you to apply for 
funds to Improve an apiary, 
landscaping, making safe 
and making access for 
visitors.  As an example, 
one of our groups was able 
to raise funds to cut back 
trees in an apiary. 
 

All grants I am talking 
about are for not-for-

profit organisations and 
usually you will need a 
constitution and a bank 
account as a minimum.  If 
your group is informal you 
may be able to apply via 
BIBBA as a BIBBA group 
(contact me to discuss if 
you want to do this).  You 

harder to come by 
especially in more affluent 
areas. 
 

We have found the 
Tesco groundworks 

scheme the most generous 
with a simple application 
process and the main 
administrative 
requirements are that 
receipts are kept for two 
years, and they may want to 
publicise your activities — 
not particularly onerous.  
When you apply your 
request is considered and if 

will need to check the 
eligibility criteria of each 
grant body but most are 
keen to help projects that 
help the environment and 
involve the “community” 
i.e.  the group. 
 

All the supermarkets 
have schemes that are 

funded by the charge on 
plastic carrier bags so they 
are a good place to start.  
More people are becoming 
aware of these, so funds 
previously very easy to 
come by may be slightly 

Breeding Groups - Raising Finance 

Author Kevin Thorn (BIBBA Trustee & Group Coordinator) 
groups@bibba.com



successful (we have been 
100% successful to date) 
your request goes in store 
to be voted on with two 
others.  There is a voting 
period of two months, and 
at the end the most popular 
project gets up to £4,000, 
the second up to £2,000 
and the third £1,000.  You 
can apply again after six 
months. 
 

A tip in your application 
is to make your project 

compelling to a busy 
shopper with only a passing 
interest in where to place 
their voting token – you do 
this in a brief summary of 
the project.  Also, you can 
promote your application in 
local social media to raise 
awareness and talk to local 
beekeepers in the area to 
increase your vote. 
 

In addition to 
supermarkets another 

source of environmental 
grants are environmental 
trusts — there is one in 
each county and these are 
funded by 25% of the 
landfill tax.  I’m about to 
put one in to the Essex 
Environment Trust so I’ll 
know more about the detail 
once I’ve been through the 
process myself.  There are 
also other national charities 
and not-for-profit 
organisations (that I have 
no experience of yet) such 
as Garfield Weston 
Foundation and Chapman 
Charitable Trust.  You may 
be able to find other ones 
local to you. 
 

These funding 
opportunities will 

usually only fund capital 
costs and site improvement 

and you will still need 
running costs.  There are 
many ways you can fund 
these and a couple of 
suggestions are doing talks 
to surrounding BKAs, and 
the selling of surplus 
queens and nucs to 
beekeepers (over and above 
those produced for the 
group and its members).  I 
have spoken to 15 BKA 
branches and each has been 
happy to make a donation 
of between £50 and £100 
plus travel expenses.  This 
gives our group funding for 
the usual consumables: 
feed and treatments. 
 

I’m very happy to have 
telephone conversations 

to discuss this with anyone 
looking to raise funds and 
can be contacted initially at 
groups@bibba.com 
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Bee improvement practical & queen 
rearing course review 

Author Kirit Gordhandas (Leeds BKA)

YBKA and BIBBA Bee Improvement Practical & 
Queen Rearing Course at Huddersfield 22-23 & 
24-25 June 2019 
 

The two-day joint YBKA & BIBBA Bee 
Improvement Practical & Queen Rearing Course 

which was hosted by Huddersfield BKA was run by 
Roger Paterson, BIBBA (Fig.1) and Jim Pearson 
(Master Beekeeper), YBKA.  They were assisted by 
Karl Colyer, BIBBA. 
 

I, together with 13 others, was lucky enough to get 
a place on the weekend course as it was sold out 

within 36 hours of first being advertised.  The cost 
for the two day course was £65 which included 
lunch and refreshments on both days. 
 

The course was aimed at what I would describe 
as intermediate beekeepers: those who had kept 

bees for over three years, had some experience of 
queen rearing and wanted to improve their bees 
locally, with emphasis on suitability to the 
environment, docility, calmness on the comb, ease of 
management, good use of stores, etc.  In addition to the 
above my reason for attending was also to learn about 
setting up a local queen rearing group within my own 
association based on the BIBBA model. 
 

Prior to attending pre-reading material was emailed out 
together with a list of links to the Dave Cushman 

website which gave more detailed background 
information. 
 

Saturday was classroom based and Sunday was in the 
apiary.  The classroom sessions were a mixture of talks, 

PowerPoint presentations and discussions instigated as 
much by the attendees as the tutors.  There were many 
questions asked and credit to both Roger and Jim who 
between them were able to give detailed answers to each 
and every question.  The apiary sessions were hands- on 
with lots of opportunity to learn through observation and 
hands on experience.  As a group we were able to put into 
practice the theory from the previous day and were 
encouraged to take photographs and videos. 
 

Huddersfield BKA had, as requested by Roger, removed 
a queen from a colony about five or six days before 

the course started so that we could see how the bees 

responded to this.  There 
were some 30+ emergency 
queen cells including ones 
that the vast majority of us 
would not have identified 
as a queen cell.  An 
example of the queen cell in 
question is the one above 
the obvious queen cell and 
Jim is pointing it out in Fig. 
2. 
 

In one of the classroom 
sessions there had been a 

discussion about extra-long 
queen cells and whether 
these would lead to bigger 
and better queens.  By 
coincidence there was a 
capped extra-long queen 
cell so we cut it out and 
opened it up.  What we 
found was a larva that had 
become detached from the 
food and the workers had 
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continued to extend the cell 
around the detached larvae.  
This was the explanation 
that both Roger and Jim 
had given the day before.  
This is clearly visible in Fig. 
3. 
 

On a personal level I 
developed the 

confidence to go into the 
apiary without gloves and 
handle the bees; thanks go 
to Roger for this.  I have 
also been very cautious 
about picking up queens 
using just my fingers as I 
have always been 
frightened that I would  
accidentally kill them.  I 
have always used a ring of 
thorns or a queen catcher.  I 
was encouraged to pick up 
a drone by the wings and 
shown how to transfer it to 
the fingers of my other 
hand.  I was then told to 
gradually increase pressure 
on the thorax of the drone 
to the point I thought that I 
would kill it.  The drone 
was then released and it 
was still alive and flew 
away.  The queen can be 
squeezed with the same 
force as a drone; thanks go 
to Jim for this. 
 

There was an opportunity 
to try grafting with a 

range of different grafting 
tools.  Jim also gave advice 
on how to modify the steel 
Swiss grafting tool to make 
it easier to work with.  He 
also informed us that the 
original Chinese grafting 
tool used Rhino Horn. 
 

The course finished with 
Jim demonstrating his 

modified Demaree method 
for making increase and 

ensuring the old queen does not swarm, and how best to 
use Mini-mating nucs for the introduction of queen cells. 
 

I came away with 14 pages of notes, a similar number of 
photographs and once home I immediately put into 

practice what I had learned and would be grafting into my 
de-queened hive in the next week. 
 

I am sure that all the participants of the two courses 
would join me in thanking Roger, Jim and Karl for the 

professional way in which the course was run.  Thanks to 
Huddersfield BKA for hosting the event and finally BIBBA 
and YBKA for organizing it. 
 

Kirit Gordhandas 
Leeds BKA
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Canada 2019. Some Impressions from a short visit. Roger Patterson. 
 

I have never attended Apimondia, partly because of lack of time, partly because of some 
of the stories I have been told by attendees about poor organisation, etc. When you are 

busy it’s often easier to find excuses. I decided to attend the 2019 conference in Montreal 
and I am glad I did. At the SICAAM conference in 2016 in Lunteren, Netherlands I met a 
Canadian commercial beekeeper, John Forest, who I also saw again at the 2018 SICAAM 
conference in Finland. John invited me to stay with him, so I took the opportunity to 
make an extended stay. 
 

I looked at the suggested accommodation and as I normally travel light and cheap, I was 
not impressed by their prices, so I looked online and found a B&B hotel at well less 

than half price that was about 10 minutes walk from the conference centre. The best 
flight option for me was from Gatwick with a Canadian budget airline, Air Transat. The 
outward flight was direct, return with one transfer at Toronto.  
 

How do I get to John Forest, who lives 500 miles to the east? Easy I thought. There 
must be a regional airport. Oh, no, there isn’t! Ah, got it, I will try the train. The 

internet revealed the track had subsided in 2013 and they haven’t been able to repair it 
yet! I know, coach. There were five options, the shortest taking 18 hours, the longest 38! 
The only sensible possibility left was to hire a car, but I wasn’t keen on poking toxins 
into the atmosphere for one person. I checked for hire cars and finally managed to get a 
decent deal that was upgraded at the airport free. That’s some of the preparation, but I 
won’t bore you with the rest as there is quite a lot of it. Most things went well and after 
about 10 minutes packing (I said I travel light!) I was ready for the trip. 
 

Registration at Apimondia was scheduled to open at 1.00pm. I walked there at 11.00 to 
see where it was and found them open with a lot of people already there. I saw a few 

people I knew and had the usual chat and a bit of banter, then an Australian couple soon 
said “Hello Roger”. I had to apologise and say I couldn’t remember them. They manage a 
teaching apiary in Australia and when they took over they had little guidance, so looked 
online for ideas of what others did. They found Dave Cushman’s website and my local 
BKA at Wisborough Green. They regularly read our newsletter to see what we are doing 

Canada 2019 - Apimodia, impressions from 
a short visit 
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and recognised me from some of the photo’s. That was typical of most of the people who 
were there, many just wanting to talk to see how others addressed the same problems 
they had. I thought the atmosphere was very good throughout. 
 

The organisation on the ground by the Canadian Honey Council was brilliant. There 
were a lot of people who were easy to identify, all having yellow shirts and being able 

to adequately answer all questions. They were very well drilled. 
That part of Canada is French speaking, with surprisingly few who speak English. My 
French is so poor the only words I know are “bière” and “vin”! I managed quite well 
though. I was disappointed in that part of Montreal, as there were a lot of people living 
rough, with quite a lot begging. I soon realised I had to avoid someone coming towards 
me carrying a paper cup, although none were aggressive. What do you do when a teenage 
girl who is smoking tells you she is hungry?  
 

Much of the conference was of a scientific nature, with only a small amount of 
practical beekeeping, which disappointed me. There were several options to hear at 

any one time. I always found something to attend, but at registration I spoke to a 
beginner from Trinidad and I think he may have gone home feeling a little confused. 
There was a main lecture early each morning, all of which I found good. I was 
disappointed that many of the presentations were only 15 minutes long. Although the 
conference language was English, I found some of the speakers very difficult to 
understand. I’m not sure if people are speaking faster or I’m hearing slower, but I found 
that some spoke too fast for me to understand, not made easy by English not being their 
first language. 
 

I have been highlighting problems with queens for the best part of 20 years now, sadly 
dismissed by some of the UK “experts”, but finally others are waking up to the fact 

there actually are problems, which was mentioned by several presenters. It was also 
mentioned by attendees too, some of whom have seen my page on the topic on Dave 
Cushman’s website. A couple of Canadian brothers who are fourth generation 
commercial beekeepers told me they struggle to get queens past the first season, where 
their grandfather had many queens that lived 5+ years. Exactly the same as many other 
beekeepers from across the globe. 
 

One of the hottest topics was fake honey, with many presentations, although the cynic 
in me thought there was a bit of a sales pitch by the detection equipment 

manufacturers. Modern technology makes it easier to detect the minutest quantity of 
whatever substance they are looking for. Amongst things they can detect are HMF and 
diastase levels, non-honey sugars (rice, corn, cane, etc), chemicals and antibiotics. They 
can even detect if honey comes from where it is said to come from by the pH level of the 
water. This is a very serious subject that not only affects consumers, but beekeepers too 
because of trust and prices being forced down. I am nowhere near knowledgeable enough 
to discuss more, because there are so many other aspects such as resin technology, 
immature harvesting and over-filtration of which I have little knowledge. There were 
questions afterwards directed at the chairman, but answered by a panel of the 6-7 
presenters (although one dominated!). I asked a question pointing out that the U.K. has a 
high proportion of amateur beekeepers, so there is unlikely to be much pressure from 
beekeepers for us to invest in this technology, as is the same with many other countries. 
Would the fraudsters simply divert the fake honey to the “softer” markets? Could the 
products, if detected be denatured in some way to avoid being transhipped elsewhere? 
The chairman refused to have my question answered and immediately closed the 
session! Afterwards I had a dozen or so attendees approach me who were incensed by 
my treatment and were much more fired up than I was. I was told by one of the panel 
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and someone else on one of the relevant stands the reason was “politics”, but neither 
would tell me why. 
 

Faking is obviously a massive problem as a brief look online will reveal, with websites 
advertising syrups “for making honey”, one selling rice syrup as low as $100 per 

metric ton, depending on quantity. I spoke to a judge at the Apimondia honey show, 
where all the exhibits were tested before judging. Apparently 47% of exhibits were 
rejected before judging. The commercial class had 22 entries of which 16 were rejected. I 
don’t know the reasons, but presumably one or more of those mentioned above. I was 
also told that few of the offending exhibitors asked to see the results, so presumably 
they knew what to expect. The concern now is the chemists may find ways of avoiding 
detection. The exhibition stands looked a very sorry sight with cards explaining why 
exhibits were not on show. 

 

There was a huge trade element with almost anything to do with bees available from 
many countries. Interestingly there was no presence from those you would expect, 

such as Thorne’s and Dadant, I’m told because of the cost. There were a lot from China, 
but I got the impression they and some other countries may have been funded. Some 
were selling low value items and there was no way they could have recouped costs. Some 
stands weren’t always manned, on others the attendees didn’t seem interested. I saw 
staff on a stand giving free samples of fluvalinate varroa treatment, which I thought was 
a bit naughty. In situations like this I watch and listen to people a lot and it is surprising 
what you can pick up. I overheard someone with an Australian accent ask for a price for 
2000 deep Langstroth boxes. The sample on the stand was poorly made, with the sides 
made from several pieces and gaps filled with plastic wood. I suppose if you can get 
them cheap enough it doesn’t matter much. There were a lot selling honey, so looking for 
overseas markets. I did wonder how much was genuine! 

There was an evening programme of workshops, but they cost extra, which I thought 
was unreasonable considering the high cost 

of the conference. I looked at the various food 
outlets within the complex and although I will 
eat almost anything I wasn’t impressed, so I 
found a lovely shop in the nearby Chinese 
quarter 100 yards away that sold excellent 
finger food at a much lower price. The trade 
show was on the first floor, presentations on 
the second, with escalators and stairs. I never 
used the escalators once, preferring to get a bit 
of exercise negotiating 88 steps, where I often 
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waited at the top for people I left at the bottom! It’s great to be young and fit! 
 

Although there were parts of Apimondia I could have done without, the chatting with 
beekeepers from other countries I found very valuable and interesting. 

There were several tours afterwards. I visited Miels d’Anicet 
https://mielsdanicet.com/en-ca/ which turned out to be an excellent choice. What I 
report below was written down when in a large group and told to us by mainly French 
speakers, so I hope I have it correct. 
 

This is a certified organic commercial operation situated about 275km north of 
Montreal on about 5 acres. They are clearly well run by Anicet Desrochers and his 

partner Anne-Virginie Schmidt who are a very enthusiastic couple. They have around 
1800 honey production colonies and produce 10-15,000 queens per year, being the 
largest queen producer in Canada. These figures are rather different than their website, 
suggesting they are expanding. They also have small sections making and selling 
cosmetics and mead. There is a restaurant that is open during the summer. Where 
possible they are committed to employing local labour as they are in an area of high 
unemployment. 
 

The climate is obviously harsh, so the bees need to be tough. They are isolated, so little 
chance of mis-mating. Their bees are a mixture of Carniolan, Italian and Russian 

(Primorsky) types. They don’t work with pure races, preferring to use whatever performs 
well, resulting in heavily mongrelised stock. All bees I saw were very docile and although 
there were no full inspections, crown boards were taken off strong colonies without 
smoke. Varroa arrived there in 2003, so they concentrate on colonies that show 
resistance. The production colonies are placed in yards of 40-50 colonies, 4 to a pallet, 
sited close to a river because it is a few degrees warmer. They can get 10 feet of snow a 
year. All colonies winter on single Langstroth boxes with bottom and top entrances, the 
latter to prevent suffocation in 
winter. 
 

Yields are 70kg/colony in good 
years with 40-50kg average. 

Honey extracting is done in two 
lines, each with an extractor. 
Interestingly uncapping was done 
by scratching with an uncapping 
fork. I reckon I can uncap with a 
cold knife quicker than they did, 
with far less wax going through the 
extractor, then having to be 
strained or filtered out. I thought 
this slowed the operation down 
somewhat, but they must have had 
a reason for it. 
 

There are a couple of things they do that won’t meet the approval of some UK 
beekeepers. Following extracting, they simply leave the wet supers outside in stacks 

of several hundred for the bees to clean up. Feeding is done using the “community” or 
“communal” method that is used by commercial beekeepers in some other countries. 
Anicet fills 40 gallon open top barrels with syrup, placing something inside such as straw 
or vegetation to prevent the bees drowning. In a 40 hive yard they put out two such 
barrels, a week or two later they put out another two. Syrup appears to be taken roughly 



equally with about 4 gallons per colony 
total. The break is to allow brood to 
emerge, so the bees can fill the vacated 
cells with more syrup. If this isn’t done, 
there would be too big a clustering 
space and the bees would starve in 
winter. Robbing isn’t a problem.  
 

The highlight for me was the queen 
rearing, with some interesting ways 

of doing it. They can produce around 
1000 queens a week, starting mid-May 
and supplying between 1st June and 
mid-September, so producing over 14 
weeks. Mating is largely done in small 3 framed mininucs that appeared to be the same 
or similar to those supplied by Mann Lake, though they did have others based on split 
boxes that they didn’t like. They work on a 14 
day cycle, aiming to get 7 mated queens 
through each mininuc per year. This is 
previous queen out, queen cell in and repeated 
14 days later. In this time they expect queens 
to have been mated and started laying, so they 
don’t wait for brood to emerge before selling. 
Removing queens and replacing with queen 
cells is done on Mondays, grafting on Fridays. 
Queens are caught and caged between 6am and 
3pm, with the mininucs left queenless for 
about 3 hours before a queen cell is inserted. 
There are 2500 mating nucs, so the maths 
suggests there are considerable failures. To 
support this operation there are 48-56 cell builders, with 300 drone producing colonies 
within a 2 mile radius. No records are kept and no queen clipping or marking done, even 
in production colonies. 
The cost of queens, whatever quantity is $32.50CAD 
posted locally, air mail to the rest of Canada. 
In spring they expect about 10m nosema spores per bee, 
reducing to 2m in summer. This would frighten some UK 
beekeepers, but they seem quite happy with it. 
 

I then visited John Forest, driving about 1800km in the 
process. He runs 700 colonies on the Gaspesie 

peninsular 
https://www.jardindelabeille.com/ahtm/index.htm. I 
stayed with John and his wife Noy, who comes from 
Thailand, for several days. This was a very different 
operation in different conditions, being on the coast, but 
with a range of hills only a short distance away, so John 
has a long narrow area to work in. His son works with him 
and during the summer he employs two Canadians and 
Noy’s brother working the bees. Before I went, John told 
me he would be finishing removing supers, extracting and 
feeding, so as I don’t like to be idle I was prepared to 
help. Within a very short time I saw they were working so 
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well together that I would have got in the way. They had a system where they each knew 
what the others were doing and if something needed doing they would get on and do it. 
It was so efficient and a joy to watch. I was reduced to collecting up the queen excluders 
and stacking them on the truck. 
 

I saw about 12-15 of John’s 47 yards, some temporary, with none having more than 18 
colonies. He has similar bees to Anicet, also very docile and visually similar, although 

queens varied in colour considerably. They were so docile that at one stage there were 
five men, each with a hive open, with only one smoker between them! We couldn’t get 
away with that in the UK., where I have handled some very unpleasant bees that needed 5 
smokers for a colony! Perhaps the difference is the Canadians I visited didn’t have 
second generation Buckfast! Over 4 days of removing supers, inspecting and feeding I 
didn’t see anyone get stung other than accidentally. I normally only wear a ring veil and 
did there, but I could easily have done without. The only sting I got was when in the 
truck. 
 

Hives in general are single bodied Langstroth, although some are on two shallows, all 
with upper entrances and very deep homemade roofs with a hole in to allow bees to 

use the top entrance. Roofs are insulated to reduce winter losses. Hives are top bee 
space, allowing John to use frameless wire queen excluders. I was so impressed with 
these that I will try this type on my own top bee space nationals. Supers are a mixture of 

deep and shallow boxes, with obvious 
signs of brood having been in all at some 
stage. 
 

The work when I was there was to 
remove the supers one by one and 

place them on their sides on the ground, 
then removing the queen excluder to 
inspect the brood box. If the queen was 
laying, they assessed if the colony was 
strong enough to have a chance of 
wintering, then put on a Miller type 
feeder. If there was any problem they 
dealt with it themselves, unless it needed 
discussion. For some reason, possibly 
through having top entrances there were 

several colonies with a queen each side of the queen excluder. These were simply put 
together for the bees to sort out themselves. Weak or queenless colonies were simply put 
together without precaution. On one 
occasion someone found some brood 
they didn’t like the look of, but didn’t 
know what the problem was. There was 
sacbrood and parasitic mite syndrome in 
the same colony, but they didn’t seem to 
know much about them. Overall I 
thought they were all very good practical 
beekeepers and handled bees gently, all 
working in a similar way. They were 
incredibly quick at spotting queens, 
although they didn’t clip or mark. They 
were so quick they didn’t bother to look 
at the dark side of the comb and many 
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times found the queen on the light side before she went into the dark. This really 
impressed me.  
Commercial beekeeping is partly about knowing what you can get away with. 
 

When the feeders had been placed on each colony the bees were blown out of the 
supers with a bee blower. It could have been well over half an hour between taking 

off the first supers to removing the bees. 
In a nectar dearth in the UK there would 
have been massive robbing, but not a 
sniff there. The bees were fed during the 
day, which would also cause us 
problems. 
 

Like Anicet, John also has organic 
certification, so uses organic sugar 

for feeding. Syrup is made in a big drum 
with an electrically driven paddle, then 
put into 40 gallon barrels for loading 
onto the trucks. The syrup is put into 
honey buckets, one for each colony. 
 

This must be one of the most unproductive regions of Canada, apart from those 
further north. John is on the same latitude as Paris but has the same climate as 

northern Finland. To the north of him is dense forest that is not good for bees. There is 
little agriculture and what I saw was mainly wheat, oats, barley and maize. There are a 

few crops including blueberry and 
buckwheat, but not in any great 
quantity. There are few beekeepers 
around him. On the plus side, John has 
little competition from other 
beekeepers and as he is the only 
organic producer locally he has little or 
no competition selling honey. To sell in 
bulk will not pay, so he sells directly to 
shops. This was a real eye opener! I 
spent a day and a half with him selling 
locally. In most of them, many of which 
are almost as large as our 
supermarkets, he drives up to the 
goods inwards door, walks into the 
shop through the back store, chatting 
to people as he goes. He goes to the 
shelves with his honey on, decides what 
is needed, writes it down in his 
duplicate book, fills the shelves up 
himself, then asks any shop assistant to 
sign it! Very often he goes to the till to 
get paid! One young girl in a bakery was 
a student working part time! This is 
what you call trust. 
 

Honey is extracted, if possible in 
different types, e.g. blueberry, 
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clover, buckwheat, etc. It is then stored in 40 gallon barrels with clip on lids that are 
lined with plastic bags. The barrels have all been used for something else such as 
concentrated apple, orange or grape juice. In John’s best year his 700 colonies produced 
130 barrels, but his average is around 70. This year which is the third poor year in a row 
he is only expecting 20 barrels. This is partly due to dry summers. 
 

So, did I learn anything from Apimondia and visiting two Canadian commercial 
beekeepers? Yes, a lot! I picked up many snippets at Apimondia that even if I can’t use 

as described I can probably modify. I saw two beekeepers making their living in quite 
harsh conditions in a country where honey bees are not indigenous. Perhaps because of 
their short season neither had much swarming, which I found surprising, especially as 
they have carniolan genes in their bees. They were both responsible and treated their 
bees with care. I have no idea if they receive any Government funding as many other 
countries provide. I thought it was rude to ask them. If they don’t, then I think they are 
doing very well to survive. I saw a lot of cudweed growing. I’m not sure if it the same 
species we have in Sussex, but if so, here it usually only grows on poor soil, making it 
even more difficult for them. They are making a living, employing people and caring for 
their bees and the environment. It’s examples like them that is why I get annoyed at 
some of our clever and noisy beekeepers, who readily pass judgement on all commercial 
beekeepers without having any knowledge of how they operate. 
 

Both Anicet and John, and many speakers at Apimondia, are urging using bees that 
suit the environment, rather that continually weakening the gene pool by importing 

queens of races that evolved in different conditions. This is exactly what BIBBA have 
been urging for over 50 years. 

Roger Patterson 
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A.m.m. bees on the 
Island of Lurø, 
Denmark taken by,  
and courtesy of,  
Philip Denwood.


