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Honey bee colony losses are the worst since winter survival survey began
A third of all honey bee colonies were lost over the winter of 2012/2013 – more
than double the losses of the previous year – with increased losses recorded in all
regions of England
The British Beekeepers Association (BBKA) today announced the results of its latest annual winter
survival survey which show that the number of honey bee colonies lost over the winter was more than
double that of the previous year, with all regions in England showing increased losses. On average 33.8
colonies in every 100 were lost compared with 16.2 in the winter of 2011/2012. The losses principally
reflect the impact of the continual poor and changeable weather during 2012 continuing into 2013 and
exacerbated by the late arrival of spring. It is feared that the situation may have worsened since the
survey closed at the end of March given the ongoing poor weather and the late arrival of spring.
The poor summer of 2012 meant that honey bees were regularly prevented from gathering pollen and
foraging and when they could go out there was a general scarcity of pollen and nectar throughout the
season.Virgin queens were unable to mate properly leading them to become drone laying queens;
causing those colonies affected to die-out.
Winter losses of honey bee colonies in England over last six years:

Winter
Colonies lost

2007/2008
30.5%

2008/2009
18.7%

2009/2010
17.7%

2010/2011
13.6%

2011/2012
16.2%

2012/2013
33.8%

The survey of BBKA members measures the number of their colonies that survived the winter to 31
March 2013 compared with the number alive at 1 October 2012.
Impact of bad weather on honey bee colonies:
•

Inability of the bees to forage during the year resulting in poorly developed colonies

•

Scarcity of pollen and nectar throughout the season; even if in flower, nectar output is
temperature dependent.

•

Poor weather at the time of mating of the new virgin queens resulting in inadequately mated
queens leading to drone laying queens and colonies which can ultimately die out

•

Inadequate nutrition, especially pollen during the late summer when the specialised bees which
take the colony through the winter are born.
more.....
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•

Beekeepers have reported significant incidence of isolation starvation, which happens when the
bees lose contact with their food reserves during the winter. Bees cluster closely together to
maintain the hive temperature and consume the stores of honey closest to them. Having
exhausted stores close to them they take advantage of any warmer weather to move within the
hive to fresh stores. If the weather is too cold for them to move or if the cluster moves and regroups having moved in the wrong direction, the colony may starve.Very often these colonies are
found to have plenty of stores.

Honey bee colonies which are in a poor nutritional state become more vulnerable to disease and other
stress factors.
David Aston, BBKA chairman explains: “Those honey bee colonies which have survived the winter and
are now prospering have done so in the main due to the careful nurturing through the winter by
beekeepers who have spent much time and effort feeding and carrying out frequent checks on hives,
incurring significant additional expense meeting the need to continually feed their bees.”
“The training and education of beekeepers to be able to adapt their beekeeping practices to help their
honey bees cope with this period of changing weather patterns is a high priority for all beekeeping
associations.”
Survey results by region*:

Region England

Actual % loss
Winter
2011/2012

Actual % loss
Winter
2012/2013

Increased loss
in percentage points
compared with
previous year

EASTERN
NORTH EAST
NORTHERN
SOUTH EAST
SOUTH WEST
SOUTHERN
WESTERN

20.0
15.9
11.7
19.3
14.7
15.4
14.5

29.8
38.2
46.4
32.4
52.9
26.9
28.3

+9.8
+22.3
+34.7
+12.9
+38.2
+11.5
+13.8
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About the BBKA:
The BBKA is a registered charity no 212025 www.bbka.org.uk . It has around 24,000 members who are amateur
beekeepers.
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Notes to Editors:
Importance of winter losses of honey bees:
The honey bee is the only bee to maintain a colony throughout the winter reducing its colony size in autumn and
relying on its stores of honey to last it through the winter months when it is too cold for foraging or there is no
forage available. In winter, worker bees can live for up to five or six months. In the summer, worker bees only live
for around six weeks. Honey bee queens live for three to four years but cannot survive without worker bees. In
other species of bees or wasps only the queen survives by hibernating through the winter months.
Survey methodology and results:
The overwinter survival of honey bee colonies is a composite measure of their fitness and the effect of various
factors such as colony nutrition and the skill and experience of the beekeeper.
Method
Survey forms were posted to 2,500 randomly selected BBKA Registered Members who were requested to
complete it with data to 31 March 2013 and return to the BBKA by 30 April 2013.
Results
A total of 937 forms were returned with data from 846 analysed. The difference in the numbers was mainly due to
the respondent not having kept any bees during the survey period. The analysis by region is based on the regional
areas* used by Defra Bee Inspectors.

