
January is often the coldest, wettest and windiest 
month of the year. Despite this, clustering bees 
maintain a nest temperature of 35 °C if there is 
brood present and remain active. This behaviour is 
unique among insects living in temperate regions. 
The heat is generated by the bees vibrating their 
flight muscles, the largest muscles in their body, 
without moving their wings. The power generated is 
around 20 to 40 watts, depending on external tem-
perature and hive insulation. To achieve this, they 
consume between 1 and 2 kg of honey each week.  

If you have completed a midwinter varroa treat-
ment, the only task required this month is to check 
the weight of the hive by hefting and, if indicated, 
feed the bees with fondant.  

Fondant for bees is produced by inverting sucrose, 
the sugar found in cane and beet sugar, into glucose 
and fructose. (Inverting refers to the effect this pro-
cess has on polarized light.) Inverted sugars are eas-
ily digested by bees and fondant, being a solid or 
very stiff paste, is easy to use. It is not good practice 
to feed syrup to bees in winter as this is likely to re-
sult in dysentery.  

In very cold weather the bees will not break their 
cluster to find food and may starve even when 
there is food close by. The fondant must be placed 
on top of the frames, preferably in contact with the 
bees. One way is to remove some of the plastic and 
put the whole bag on the frames so that the bees 
can lick the exposed fondant. The bag is then cov-
ered with canvas or thick cotton cloth to provide 

insulation. A small eek provides space (see diagram 
over-leaf). It must be stressed that feeding fondant 
in winter is an emergency procedure that should on-
ly be used if the bees are in danger of starvation. The 
fondant should be checked every two weeks and 
more added as required.  

Don’t be tempted to feed bees with fondant icing 
sold in supermarkets. This product contains various 
additives that are not suitable for bees, including 
preservatives and stabilizers. Bee fondant may be 
bought from beekeeping suppliers or made from 
sugar. Making fondant is messy and difficult to do 
well.  

By the end of the month the queen should be laying 
and the brood nest expanding. This increases the 
demand for food and the need to be vigilant about 
reserves.  

Congratulations to Paul Honigmann, an OBKA mem-
ber, for an excellent article on Top Bar Hives in this 
month’s BBKA News (No 227, Page 11).  

Finally, at the start of the year we welcome new 
members, many of whom will be taking our Begin-
ners’ Course. This course provides essential infor-
mation to help you manage bees successfully. We 
hope you will benefit from it and also make use the 
other educational resources we provide to our mem-
bers.  Our website is a good starting point.  
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Feeding Fondant to Clustering Bees 

A simple way of feeding a 2.5 kg bag of fondant to bees in winter:  

 

 

Membership Renewals 
The new membership renewal system is going well and to date 121 members have made use of the online 
system with 21 pending approval (as of 14 December 2019). There remain 173 members awaiting renewal 
and I'd like to remind them that their membership expires at the end of December at which point their 
hives are not insured through BDI (Bee Disease Insurance) and they don't have third party and product 
liability insurance cover. 

For the 173 members yet to renew, it is worth noting that the OBKA's banking account has changed from 
Barclays Bank to the Co-Operative Bank. The account details are on the online renewal form. If you are 
using BACS, your system may not allow your full membership number to be used as a reference. If that is 
the case then drop off the initial “51.0.”. The remaining digits are the most important because we use 
them to identify you in the membership database.  

If you have any concerns about your membership renewal, please contact me directly, email as below.  

Daniel McGuinness 
Membership Secretary 
membership@obka.org.uk 

1. Remove a small portion of the fondant bag 
with a sharp knife 

2. Place bag on frames so that the bees can 
access the exposed fondant 

3. Cover with e.g. canvas or heavy cotton 
cloth to stop the bees moving upwards 
and to provide insulation 

4. Use a small eek to provide space 

5. Replace crown board and hive roof 

Fondant 

Small 

eek 

Seeking New Tutors for the Beginners’ Course 
OBKA is committed to providing a quality learning experience for beginners wishing to take up 
beekeeping, and we are asking for your help. If you’ll pardon the pun, we have a ‘nucleus’ of tutors, with 
various levels of experience, but we ideally need to build up to a full strength hive! Would you please 
consider giving your time for up to seven evenings (one a month) from April to September 2020 to help us 
tutor the beginners course? 

If you feel unsure about tutoring, rest assured that if you have passed the BBKA Basic Assessment you 
have sufficient knowledge and experience to teach beginners. You would also be working with 
experienced tutors to improve your confidence. (We plan to have at least 3 tutors per session.) This way, 
in addition to helping provide a great course for our ‘2020 group’, you will continue to improve your own 
beekeeping knowledge and skills.   You will also be able to reclaim your travelling expenses to the 
teaching apiary at Woodstock, and we can work around holiday dates, etc. 

If you are interested or would like further information please contact me. 

David Lord, Joint Training Manager Beginners Course       email:   xdavidl@icloud.com  

mailto:membership@obka.org.uk
mailto:xdavidl@icloud.com
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A Message from our Training Manager  
I would like to wish all our members a happy and successful New Year in their beekeeping endeavours, 
especially the new members starting the beginners course this year and members who completed the 
course in 2019.  

In 2019 the OBKA Basic Beekeeping course, which runs throughout the summer at the Woodstock apiary, 
was attended by 48 trainees.  Many of our trainees now have acquired their first colonies or are planning 
to get bees in spring 2020. Most beekeepers can remember the excitement they felt when they took 
charge of their first colony and produced their first honey crop. However, we tend to forget the trials and 
tribulations of those first couple of years when we discover that the bees have failed to read the latest 
beekeeping books! It is then that you realise the benefits of belonging to a beekeeping association where 
there are many others members who may be able to offer you advice to get you through the first couple 
of years.  

So, if you are having problems with your first colony or are unsure whether to take the plunge and 
acquire bees, we are very happy to offer advice and encouragement to ensure you start in the right 
direction.  

We will try to respond to you quickly. If appropriate, we will also share the advice in this Newsletter so 
that others can benefit.  Please use the following email:  

secretary@obka.org.uk 

or use the general enquiry form on our website.  

David Lord 

(joint) Training Manager OBKA Beginners Course 

Beekeeping Facts: Bees 

Did you that: 

1. A worker Bee has over  6,000 lenses in each 
eye that respond to incoming light 

2. Between the lenses are hairs that can perceive 
air flow 

3. There are at least 7 different kinds of sensory 
receptors on a bee's antenna  

4. A bee can detect a 1 percent change in CO2 
levels 

5. A bee’s flight muscles can reach a temperature 
of 46 °C 

6. A bee’s wings beat around 200 times a second 

7. Bee venom is only produced in the early stage 
of the adults life  

8. Bee venom is a very complex mix of chemicals 
due the wide variety of pest and predators it need 
to defend against  

9. A bee flies faster when travelling downhill and 
slower when travelling uphill 

10. If you cross-over a bee’s antennae, it will fly in 
the opposite direction than intended  

If you know interesting beekeeping facts and wish 
to share them, please email David Lord: 

xdavidl@icloud.com 

mailto:secretary@obka.org.uk
mailto:xdavidl@icloud.com
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Swarm Control Without 9 Day Checks: Ged Marshall 
Ged Marshall, a Buckinghamshire based commercial beekeeper who 

specialises in queen rearing, gave a very interesting talk on Swarm Control 

on 29th November. As a commercial beekeeper with around 90 colonies, 

Ged’s main constraint during the active beekeeping period is time. He has 

developed a swarm management strategy that relies on prevention and 

minimal intervention. The strategy involves: 

• Systematic requeening in August / September, taking care that 

the new queens are from stocks with low tendency to swarm. 

Colonies that have swarmed are always requeened as are 

underperforming colonies. He produces over 2000 Buckfast 

queens each year which allows him to requeen as required. He 

finds that requeening also improves winter survivability.  

• Providing sufficient space for brood nest expansion in March/

April. He uses large 14x12 hives and adds supers as required to prevent overcrowding.  

• Removing one frame of sealed brood from each hive that produces queen cells and replacing 

it with foundation. This provides activity for wax builders and space for the queen to lay. The 

foundation frame is placed in the centre of the brood chamber which never causes a 

problem in strong colonies.  (Textbooks advise against this, probably based on managing less 

prolific A.m.m bees in small hives.) The removed brood frame is used to make nucs or to 

strengthen weaker colonies.  

• Culling queens in colonies that continue to raise queen cells. Two queen cells that are close 

to each other are left. The colony is requeened later in the season.   

This strategy reduces, but does not eliminate, swarming. Bait hives are deployed at each apiary and 

generally Ged finds that he attracts more swarms than are lost . Each swarm is requeened to ensure that 

colonies with a tendency to swarm are removed from the breeding stock.  

Ged answered questions related to swarm control and his queen raising operations, including a long 

discussion on how he manages varroa.  

I think everyone took away something from the presentation and it was certainly a prompt to rethink 

swarm management plans for next year. While most of us will not have the luxury of a plentiful supply of 

queens, we can ensure that bees have space during the brood expansion period in April and May. The 

idea of providing foundation to keep bees busy and the queen laying is something everyone could try. The 

take-away message was: if we rely on swarming and swarm cell production for colony increase and queen 

replacement it is not surprising that we end up with swarmy bees! 

This was a very well attended occasion, with around fifty members present. We would like to thank Elly 

for organizing the event and Ged for a very interesting talk.  
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OBKA Events in 2020 
We try to arrange a number of events during the year, usually apiary visits in spring and summer and talks 

in autumn and winter.  I am starting to plan the events calendar for 2020 and would welcome offers from 

members who are willing to host an apiary visit. Apiary visits are a good chance for members to get togeth-

er informally and share their beekeeping practices and get ideas from one another. Group sizes can be lim-

ited according to the site. Anyone willing to host an apiary visit should email me with suggested dates, lo-

cation of apiary and any restrictions that you wish to impose. 

We are also interested in your ideas for talks later in the year, for example local speakers that you would 

be interested in hearing or topics that you would like to be covered.  

Elly Pattullo 

OBKA Events Coordinator 

events@obka.org.uk 

Lost Property 
A black flat cap was found after the November talk on Swarm Control. Please contact Elly using 

events@obka.org.uk   

if you have lost such an item.  

Speaker Wanted— Rainbows Group, Abingdon  
We have been contacted by the leader of a Rainbows Group in Abingdon:  

I am the leader of 7th Abingdon Rainbows. Next term we are doing a badge about bees. We would very 
much like to have a beekeeper come along to one of our meetings to talk to the girls. Is this something you 
would be interested in? 

We meet 6.15 till 7.15 on Monday night. The girls are age 5-7. We would really just like to know the very 
basics about bees and beekeeping. We are at Abingdon Baptist church. 

Many Thanks, 

Tania Nurton 

Rainbow Guider, 7th Abingdon Rainbows 

 

If you would like to assist, please contact Tania directly using the following email:  toxic2001@aol.com.  

Classified 

mailto:events@obka.ork.uk?subject=Events
mailto:events@obka.ork.uk?subject=Events
mailto:toxic2001@aol.com
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OBKA Contacts 

Oxford Beekeepers Association is a registered charity 

Number 1005846. 

Visit www.obka.org.uk to see details of future events, links to 

other useful sites and other relevant 

information. 

 

Please forward information for inclusion in the news letter to 

Richard Stansfield. 

Oxford  Beekeepers  Assoc iat ion  

Chairman Philip Sharman 

Tel:  01869 340626 

Mobile:  07912120337 

Email:  phil.sharman@btopenworld.com 

Secretary Richard Stansfield 

Tel: 07821647135 

Email: secretary@btinternet.com 

 

A full list of contacts may be found on our 

website 

 

Join us on Facebook by 

clicking the link above 

Event Date Location Notes 

Honey tasting This will now be held in 
spring 2020; the date 
and venue will be ad-
vised by email.  

 Honey Tasting. Janet  
Robinson-Wood.  
 

Queen Substance. 

Talk by Marin  

Anastasov  

January 15th 2020 

1930hrs  

Wesley Room, Methodist 

Church, 40 ,High Street, 

Witney  OX28 6HG  

Event organised by Witney 

Bees.  

There is a charge of £4.00 on 

the door. 

 

Events Calendar 

Classified 

Experienced Beekeeper Seeking Work  

I have experience in beekeeping as I was commercial beekeeper in Hungary. I'm looking for a beekeeper 
job or to help out other beekeepers. I am currently working in the UK and am based in Wheatley, 
outside Oxford. I will consider anywhere in Oxfordshire. Please contact  
 
Zsolt Nagy, email nzszsoltfrog@yahoo.com 

http://www.obka.org.uk
mailto:phil.sharman@btopenworld.com
mailto:rg.stansfield@btinternet.com
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1353611601387469/
mailto:nzszsoltfrog@yahoo.com



