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Schedule of Events for 2011
	Sunday 10 July
	Out Apiary 2pm
	Branch – Honey Extracting

	Sunday 14 August
	Out Apiary 2 pm
	Branch - Winter Preparation

	Saturday 3 September
	Out Apiary 2 pm
	Honey Show

	Sunday 18 September
	Out Apiary 2pm
	Wintering & Feeding

	Friday 14 October 
	Fiveways 7.30 pm
	Branch Dinner

	Monday 17 October
	Fiveways 7.30pm
	Branch Meeting

	Monday 21 November 
	Fiveways 7.30 pm
	70th Annual General Meeting


As in previous years, the branch will be taking part in local shows and events. If you would like to assist in these very interesting activities then please let us know.
A Grand Day Out

Ever thought of helping out at an event?  Meeting the public and talking about bees?  If you think you don’t know enough to help out, you might be surprised at the type of questions we get –

 
· Aren’t they wozzers?

· So wot’s the big black and yellow hairy ones then?   Followed quickly by….

· I thought bumble bees made honey?

· How many bees are in there?

· So she’s not born with that dot on her?

· The girls do all the work – typical!

 

I will admit it can be a challenge when someone asks 

· How does a queen know she’s a queen?

· Why do bees have stripes?

· Isn’t honey just bee-spit?

 
The reaction from the public to a hive of honey bees behind glass can sometimes be one of shock or even in some extreme cases disgust!   Don’t let this put you off; ask them if they like honey or point out what an invaluable job they do for our flowers and crops.  Your enthusiasm for your hobby will shine through, you can usually recoup your travel costs by selling your honey and of course, it’s always helpful to have a jar of honey to provide a tasting.

 

But there are times when you come home thinking I'm so glad I did that.  Like the time a young blind girl listened to the bees humming gently from the bottom of the observation hive and held a specimen of a Bumble bee and was able to stroke it, or when a lady, adamant that she hated honey, was persuaded to try 'proper' honey and was so surprised at the taste she bought 5 jars 'just for me'.  

We met the Pif and Paf theatre troupe who hold mini shows for the kids getting them dressed up in bee costumes or flower costumes and running around pollinating the flowers.  We've met lots of interesting people and we have gained free entry to agricultural shows, the new Brockholes Nature Reserve, a country fayre where we met a friendly blacksmith who made a branding iron for us for a very good price, and as volunteer beekeepers helping the BBC and the National Trust, we have been interviewed on the radio and been given passes to National Trust properties.  If only we had the time to use them..................

 

The Branch is asked to attend events throughout the summer and we are always grateful for more volunteers to help out.  If you fancy joining us, we can show you how to fill the observation hive, transport it safely and return the frames to the hive with as little disruption to hive life as possible.  There is a list of coming events on the website and whether you are interested in how to fill an observation hive, want to help out at one or all events, we'd be glad to hear from you.

We are looking for volunteers to attend an event at Mesnes Park in Wigan on 30/07/11 or Pinfold School in Scarisbrick on 03/07/11.  If you can help please contact Caroline MacKenzie or Bill Paterson on highlandhoney@me.com
 

Many thanks and happy beekeeping!
Caroline MacKenzie  11th June 2011
Lancashire & North West BKA Annual Convention 2011.

The Annual Convention took place at Samlesbury War Memorial Hall on Saturday 5th March 2011. The speakers this year were Dr Stephen Martin and Roger Patterson. 

Dr Stephen Martin.

Stephen is a leading expert on Varroa. He is based at Sheffield University. He shared his expertise in two talks: firstly dealing with the viruses associated with Varroa and how the mites have spread around Hawaii; then secondly talking in detail about the biology of Varroa.

In his first talk, Stephen talked about Deformed Wing Virus (DWV) and his work studying the spread of Varroa in Hawaii. Whilst he made several jokes about the hardships of going to Hawaii to carry out research, he did make the point that the lack of funding for research is a major brake on progress. 

Stephen made the very important point that it is not Varroa which kills honey bees, but rather the viruses which can be transmitted whilst the mite is feeding. 

He also explained how Varroa did not arrive in Hawaii until around 2007/8. However it has since spread rapidly. Stephen and his team took the opportunity to study honey bees before, during and after the introduction of Varroa. This was possible by looking at bees on various of the Hawaian islands which are at different stages of being colonised by the mites.

Sometimes a colony is killed off  by viruses whilst on other occasions it is not . He explained this might be down to the fact there are various different species of DWV virus. It would seem that where there is one species of virus which does particularly well, this predominates and the colony dies. However if there is a range of species of DWV, the bees seem better able to cope.

It is also possible that Nosema and DWV may work together. Nosema attacks the lining of the gut of the bee. This perhaps makes transfer of the virus easier.

Stephen was clear there will be no cure for DWV. Nor will it be possible to breed a resistant bee either, since the DWV replicates far quicker than selective breeding could evolve the honey bee. This means the only way of dealing with such viruses is by controlling the Varroa which transmits them.

In his second talk, Stephen made no effort to conceal his amazement at the way in which Varroa is marvellously adapted to being a parasite of honey bees. By the end of the talk, I was not a fan of these destructive mites, but I could agree they are fascinating little creatures.

Apparently, Varroa does not have the traditional “mite shape”. It is so well-adapted to parasitising honey bees that it has changed its body shape.

Each species of honey bee has its own mites. Unfortunately, the intervention of human beings has allowed Varroa destructor to jump from Apis Cerana to Apis Mellifera. It has adapted so effectively that it cannot now jump back and breed in Apis Cerana

The life cycle is intriguing. The Varroa mite moves into the uncapped cell, preferring drone brood, by dropping off the bee as it walks past the open cell. The mite secretes herself in the larval food until the cell is sealed. She has even developed a “snorkel” to allow her to breath and yet remain hidden. When the cell has been sealed, she can emerge. The first Varroa egg laid is a male. This is always located at the top of the cell, near the capping. However this male mite has to descend the cell to reach the bottom, so he can mate with his sisters who emerge from eggs laid later. The mother Varroa has to clear a path by moving the legs of the developing bee larva to allow free passage. Apis Capensis apparently has relatively large larvae in smaller cells, so the Varroa finds it difficult to move the legs of the larva. This means the male Varroa dies before it can mate.

Knowledge of Varroa biology may enable us to find weaknesses in the Varroa life cycle which might form the basis of a way of fighting back. However Stephen made it clear the task will not be an easy one. 

He raised doubts about the effectiveness of the “small cell” method of beekeeping. This is where Apis Mellifera are “regressed” back onto smaller brood cells to combat Varroa. Stephen suggested this method does not work. Rather than raising bees in cells where there is no room for Varroa to breed, the bee larvae tend to be smaller, thereby allowing room for the Varroa.

The fact that Varroa are attracted particularly to drone cells might seem to be ideal: simply discover the pheromone which attracts the Varroa, synthesise this and then use it as the basis for a trap in much the same way as codling moths are caught in gardens. Sadly the particular pheromone has not been isolated, despite substantial effort. Varroa is a bit more complicated than that.

The knowledge of the biology of Varroa also raises doubts about some of the work being done based on observations of damage to the carapace of mites as an indicator of hygienic bees. Apparently the “damage” would seem to be “birth defects”, confirmed by the fact that it can be seen in mites which have been removed from sealed cells. Such Varroa could not have been subjected to the attention to hygienic bees. Clearly birth defects would not explain Varroa legs having been bitten off.

Knowledge of the mechanism for Varroa resistance to pyrethroids is not known. This might seem to be rather academic. However Stephen explained this is a very important question with practical implications for being able to predict whether it will ever be possible to return to using pyrethroids in the future. If resistance imposes no “cost” on the Varroa, as a trade-off, then they will never revert to being susceptible to pyrethroids. However if resistance imposes a “cost” on the Varroa, then resistance is unlikely to be permanent.

Stephen also raised doubts about hygienic bees. His concerns were not based on the biology of Varroa, but rather the problems of achieving stability of this trait in the breeding of such Varroa-resistant bees.

However Stephen's was not merely a fascinating talk of doom and gloom. He recommends drone trapping as a method of monitoring Varroa infestations. Also whilst he has concerns about the recent work on a genetic solution to Varroa, he does see the future of the struggle against Varroa lies in the plans to map the Varroa genome.

I have not become a fan of Varroa, but at least I now know my enemy a little better.

Roger Patterson.

Roger is a very experienced, practical beekeeper with nearly 50 years of experience. 

He drew on that huge experience to talk firstly about keeping beekeeping simple and secondly about bee breeding and bee improvement.  

Although the first talk was about keeping beekeeping simple, it was clear that this drew on many years of practical handling of bees and thinking about what he was doing. Where something worked, could it be improved? Where it did not, why not? Keeping things simple was basically an attitude or approach to be applied. It might involve a gadget, but thinking and critical assessment were far more important.

There were numerous tips and observations provided. Too many to list in a piece of this kind. However at Stoneleigh this year I picked up a couple of the rhombus bee escapes to see whether they are as good as Roger finds, preferring them to the Porter bee escapes I use at present.

In Roger's second talk, he detailed his approach to bee improvement. He summed it up as : “Have a plan”. It does not matter if you modify it later-in fact from his first talk of the day, it was clear that changes were expected. Just have a plan, otherwise you will not have a direction.

Roger identified a range of problems he considered hold back bee improvement: most beekeepers have only small numbers of colonies, there may be little local teaching available, information is often poor, some ingrained attitudes or beliefs of beekeepers are negative influences and much of the information available relates to either exotic strains of bees or to conditions abroad.

However Roger's talk explained what he has actually done to achieve substantial progress at the teaching apiary of his local Association. He emphasised he has practised what he preaches. No bees had been “parachuted in”. 

Roger's approach was based on:

· Having a plan.

· Constantly raising queens.

· Using dark “native-type” bees.

· Considering the quality of the drones as well as of the queens.

· Considering nutrition, including diversity of available pollen and not merely the quantity of liquid stores. He recommended a book, Fat Bees, Skinny Bees which can be downloaded for free from  https://rirdc.infoservices.com.au/items/05-054. 

· Having selection criteria, although that did not need to involve a huge list. 

· Assessment.

· Record keeping. An inevitable requirement if assessment is to mean anything at all. Roger uses record cards downloadable from http://wgbka.org.uk/Practical_Beekeeping.html. However he emphasised we should each use what works for us.

· Having spare, drawn brood comb whenever possible. This gave flexibility and options in various manipulations which may be necessary or desirable.

· Being ruthless.

In terms of his method, Roger advised mentally splitting colonies into two groups. He emphasised it was unnecessary to actually move any colonies physically around the apiary. The groups of colonies should be roughly equal in number. One group is “Good” and the other group is “Poor”. The Poor colonies should be requeened with material from any of the Good colonies, not merely from the best. In this way, over the seasons it is possible to achieve improvements in your bees. Poor colonies can also be de-queened and then used as cell raising colonies as part of your queen rearing plan.

Roger considers temper should be at the top of the list of desirable characteristics. He disagrees the view of some that feisty bees collect more honey. A comment from the floor suggested it merely makes them better robbers!

Roger also made the very important point that the temper of the bees is not merely affected by genetics. Much of it is to do with handling (our fault) or other factors such as weather (again our fault if we choose to manipulate our bees without regard to the conditions). When we are making assessments our bees, we need to be careful what we are actually assessing.

Other traits Roger suggested should be considered after temper were: quietness on the comb (something he observes is more likely to persist, unlike temper which needs constant vigilance), frugality/good wintering, not being too swarmy, not tending to supercede, colour, the ratio of bees to brood and pollen collection.

Roger emphasised the importance of drones repeatedly. Focussing on the “best queens” was only half of the picture. To improve the chances of influencing the quality of the mating outcome, beekeepers should flood the area with the drones they want their new queens to mate with. He suggested this could be improved by placing drone comb, ideally drawn, in the brood chamber. 

Of course levels of Varroa would have to be under control otherwise the beekeeper is merely breeding more mites. 

Also the drones should be flying before the queens themselves are being raised.

Again these points merely emphasise the importance of Having a Plan!

Roger referred to some studies suggesting queens are more attractive to workers where they have mated with higher numbers of drones. This may perhaps discourage supercedure, something Roger identified as anecdotally being an increasing problem.  

He also raised issues about mini-nucs. Although very efficient for mating new queens without large numbers of workers, his own observations are that the queens raised in this way tend to be superceded more quickly. 

Bonus material.

Within Lancashire we took the opportunity of Roger's presence in the County to draw further on his experience. Southport and Preston branches both organised talks open to all, on the Friday and the Sunday.

I did not manage to attend the Sunday session, but I did have the good fortune of hearing Roger talk on Friday about a new approach of organising an apiary around 4.5 colonies. This notion was intriguing from the outset. In fact it was remarkably straightforward and is based on Roger's approach of observation, assessment and keeping everything simple.

As beekeepers we tend to raid hives at different times to make up deficiencies in other colonies. Roger's basic idea is to approach it in a planned fashion, with each group of (ideally) four hives having a “support colony” which is deliberately and solely used to enhance them. The colonies do not actually have to be grouped together physically.

This support colony would often remain only the size of  nucleus, although it might develop into a full-sized colony . If the support colony produces any honey, that is a bonus. However that is not its purpose. 

Roger suggested the uses of the support colony need only be limited by the imagination and ambition of the beekeeper. In effect its interests are always sacrificed to the benefit of the supported colonies.

It could supply frames of brood and bees to strengthen the supported colonies. It can be used as to supply good drawn combs to replace damaged or otherwise unsatisfactory ones in the supported colonies. Its queen could be transferred into one of the other hives in an emergency. It will also be the colony which is overworked with manipulations. However this frees up the supported colonies to produce honey.

The one which particularly intrigued me was the suggestion of using it as a source for drone brood in Varroa control. Frames of drawn drone foundation can be put in the support colony for that queen to lay into. Shortly before they are due to be capped, they can be transferred into the supported colony. Varroa in the supported colony will go into the drone cells and become trapped when sealed. They can then be removed and destroyed by freezing. In this way, Varroa are removed from the supported colony, but the food and effort to produce the drones has come mostly from the support colony.

The use of drawn frames was something Roger stressed repeatedly both during the Convention and in the Friday “Bonus Talk”. He suggested that early in the spring nectar flow, a spare brood box of foundation should be placed above some colonies. This will produce a valuable supply of drawn foundation, whether or not the beekeeper is adopting a 4.5 colony approach to apiary management.

The benefits identified included that drawn comb is then instantly available, everything happens more quickly with drawn comb than with undrawn foundation and it aids comb change. 

Both Roger and Stephen provided excellent talks with a great deal which will benefit beekeepers whatever their level of experience. It was a useful reminder that there is always something more to learn about honey bees. Every opportunity to learn more should be welcomed.

Derrick Harris 18th June 2011

Lancashire & NW BKA Education Officer

Winter Colony Losses Survey 2010-2011
44 members took the time to take part in the Branch’s annual survey. Here is a summary of all the responses received.

Number of colonies at 31st March 2010 59

Number of colonies at 31st October        131  an increase of 122%

Number of colonies at 31st March 2011 117  a loss of 11% over winter but still an increase of 98% over the 31st March 2010 figure.

The four most popular Varroa treatments are Oxalic Acid during Winter, Icing Sugar, Apiguard in the Autumn and Drone Culling.
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Mark Oakley 19th June

We welcome any contributions for future newsletters and look forward to hearing from you.
Next issue we hope to hear from Heather Taylor telling us about the visit to the NBU in York. Richard MacRae will be writing about his experiences of the General Husbandry exam.
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