
Page 1 Oxfordshire Beekeepers Association

Editorial

Some useful websites: 

Our website - obka.org.uk
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BeeBase: 
Manuals and factsheets.

BeeTradex: Large Annual trade 

A gentle reminder that the AGM 
will be held on 20th March and an 
agenda will be issued shortly. 
Please ensure you have this im-
portant OBKA event in your diary. 

Exceptional weather in February 
provided bees with an abundance 
of pollen and hopefully you will 
have seen large numbers entering 
the hive with their pollen baskets 
full. This is a strong indication that 
the queen is laying and the colony 
is developing normally. As more 
brood increases the demand for 
food it is important, at this time of 
year, to check that stores are ade-
quate. If necessary feed syrup. It 
is also time for the first inspection 
of the year but wait for a warm 
day with a temperature of at least 
14C. 

March is also when Asian Hornet 
(AH) foundress queens emerge 
from hibernation and start to con-
struct their nest. All beekeepers 
should, by now, be aware of this 
emerging threat; be able to recog-
nise the AH and differentiate it 
from the European hornet; under-
stand the importance of spring 
monitoring and know what to do in 
the event that an AH queen is dis-
covered. As a reminder, please 
consult the following links: 

OBKA AH Page: 

BBKA AH Information 

Non-Native Species Secretariat

OBKA will shortly update mem-
bers of steps being taken to es-
tablish an Asian Hornet Action 
Team, led by our Trustee Mike 
Fleming, but he needs your sup-
port to ensure this is a success. 

The best indication of what the 
future may hold should AH be-
come established in the UK is to 
look at what is happening in 
France. In December last year I 
visited the Val Rahmeh Botanical 
Garden in Menton near the 
French-Italian border on the Medi-
terranean coast. They have an AH 
nest on display, which was re-
moved from the garden, and is 
about 1 m in diameter.  

The head gardener told me that 
they used to keep honey bees but 
this is no longer practical. In addi-
tion, their conservation work has 
been significantly degraded by the 
marked reduction in all pollinators, 
not just honey bees, since the ar-
rival of AH. 

There are a number of YouTube 
videos showing the impact of AH 
on beekeeping in France; this one 
and this one are from an English 
beekeeper living in Brittany. 
Richard Stansfield

March 2019
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News and events

OBKA Library

The OBKA library comprises some 250 books plus a 
small amount of other material, including copies of vari-
ous beekeeping magazines. In order to improve access 
to the library we have compiled an up-to-date catalogue 
and book search tool, both of which are available from 
the OBKA website:

http://obka.org.uk/members-area/obka-library/

Members may borrow books subject to a few simple 
lending rules as presented on the website. If you would 
like to borrow one or more books, I will be at Marlbor-
ough School (Woodstock Apiary) on Monday 4 March 
from 6.30 to just before 7 pm for an OBKA committee meeting. I will also be at the 
AGM on 20 March. Just let me know a few days in advance which books you would 
like to borrow and I'll bring them along.

Richard Stansfield

Situations Vacant - OBKA Treasurer

Our Treasurer, Peter Randall, has informed us that after 17 years in post he really does feel it is time 
he stepped down and passed on the baton to another member of the 
Association.  

If any of you have a financial background at work, presently or in the past, and would be willing to take 
on this role, please  contact  Peter, who will gladly explain what is 
involved.  As Treasurer, you would be a Trustee of OBKA and a member of the Executive Committee 
managing the day to day activities of the Association.

Peter Randall’s email address is: peter.randall12@btinternet.com

Pete Chaunt,  Vice chairperson

OBKA March talk - The Flow Hive - Friday 29th March

Social media has been abuzz with the news of an amazing hive that honey 
pours out of at the turn of a tap, beekeepers may be a little sceptical! How-
ever most of us have never tried one; Adrian Dwyer of Surrey BKA has, and 
will talk about his experiences. Adrian published an article in the OBKA 
news last year and since has been giving talks to local associations describ-
ing his experiences with and modifications to his flow hive. Adrian asks that 
it is made very clear he is not sponsored by flow hive and he talks from a 
purely objective viewpoint. Come along and make up your own mind from 
the evidence presented.

The talk is at Cumnor Village Hall starting at 1930hrs; further details in the Events diary on the website
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Announcements

Hotel opportunity for bees!

We have been contacted by Elle Garner who manages the DeVere Oxford Thames Hotel  just to the 
south of Oxford city in Sandford on Thames – OX4 4GX.

Elle tells us: 

'The hotel has 30 acres of land and is on the River Thames and we 
would very much like to ‘host’ some hives if this is something anyone 
may be interested in. Unfortunately none of the staff (myself included) 
have any experience in beekeeping but thought it may be of interest to 
someone who was interested in beekeeping but didn’t have the neces-
sary land/ space to do so?'

If you are interested in keeping your bees in the grounds of the hotel 
then please contact Elle directly at elle.garner@devere.com or 

phone on 01865 334491

Witney Bees Talk - Keeping Colonies Healthy by Margaret Murdin 13 March 2019

Witney Bees has invited members of OBKA to attend their next winter talk as follows:

‘The third of our winter talks for 2019 will be by Margaret Murdin President of BBKA Trustees – 
Keeping Colonies Healthy.                     

Margaret Murdin has been keeping bees for about 15/16 years and a trustee of the BBKA for the last 7 
years, Chair last year and is currently the President of the BBKA Trustees. Margaret has been a mem-
ber of the Exam Board and is currently Assistant Moderator for the written exams. Margaret is a BBKA 
Assessor for the Basic, General and Advanced Husbandry Assessments and writes, moderates and 
marks the written papers. She is also a tutor for Correspondence Courses. Previously Margaret was 
the Principal of a large further and higher education college in the North West of England, and retains 
a particular interest in education.

Venue:    Wesley Room, The Methodist Church, High Street, Witney.

Time:      Talk Starts at 7.30pm. Followed by tea and biscuits

Date:       Wednesday March 13th 2019

Cost:      Only £4 on the door (under 16’s free, if accompanied by an adult)     

PARKING.

There is parking in the High Street near the front of the building but parking is best at the rear in the 
Waitrose car park. Follow the P parking signs to the car park and park nearest the Bistro/Cafe 
“Hacketts“ which is at the other end to Waitrose actual building . If you walk along the footpath past 
Hacketts you will gain access to the rear of The Methodist Church close by.

Please let Vera vera.jordanat11@gmail.com  know if you plan to attend so we can make sure there is 
enough tea and chairs!
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Oxfordshire Ornithological Talk - Bumblebees

Members of OBKA were invited to the Oxfordshire Ornithological Society on the 13th February to hear a 
talk titled ‘The Plight of the Bumblebee’. Dr Nikki Gammans spoke about bumblebees in general and the 
project she is working on.

Bees are divided into three types – solitary bees, honey bees, and bumblebees. Of the 278 species 250 
species are solitary. 

There are 27 species of bumblebee, about seven of which are common 
and a similar number are now rare or extinct. Of these 27 species, 18 are 
social bees, the others are solitary. Bumblebees are generally bigger and 
fluffier than solitary bees. In contrast with honey bees, bumblebee tongues 
are much longer (the Garden bumblebee Bombus hortorum has the long-
est tongue of any bee species - as long as its body), they don't dance to 
communicate, and they mostly forage very locally but will go up to a mile if 
necessary. Bumblebees collect nectar but only store it for 3-4 days as 
stores are not needed. The queen hibernates alone and relies on her own 
fat stores for long periods. 

A social bumblebee queen founds a nest and provides all the food for the larvae. When workers hatch, 
they take over the providing. The queen lives for one year, during which she runs a nest for 3-5 months, 
the rest of the time she is hibernating. A typical nest lasts around three and a half months. Only the new 
queens survive it. Some species can have 2-3 cycles during the year. A bumblebee colony has between 
50-400 workers, depending on species.

Bumblebees are under threat all over Europe. Predictably, their decline is largely attributable to loss of 
habitat due to intensive farming methods, specifically the 97% of wild flower meadows lost since the 
war, and the use of fertilisers and pesticides. Late emergers have declined most. For bumblebees, 
neonics reduce the efficiency of food transport, so fewer queens are produced. There’s some evidence 
that the Buff tailed bumblebee (Bombus terrestris) is responding to changing weather patterns. They 
have started becoming active during winter and having another reproductive cycle during the year, 
possibly also encouraged by an increase in gardens designed for winter flowering. Other species may 
do the same.

Dr Gammans’ project is attempting to re-introduce the Short-haired bumblebee 
(Bombus subterraneus). It’s the first re-introduction of bumblebees anywhere. 
This species is declining Europe-wide, but there are still some in Sweden and 
Estonia. They are a long-tongued late emerger, the type most susceptible to 
habitat reduction. In Britain they were last recorded in 1988 at Dungeness. The 
project has recruited 85 farmers, 35 land owners, and 1600 hectares of land in 
south Kent and east Sussex - near Dungeneess. Local authorities have agreed 
to re-manage 37 Km of B-road margins. All this habitat development also helps 
other species and the diverse ecology of the environment in general. There are 
also tangible benefits for farmers. For bumblebees the amount of food availa-
ble strongly influences the number of colonies.

With the agreement of Swedish authorities, up to 100 short-haired bumblebee queens were collected 
per year when hatched, from the part of south Sweden that most closely matches conditions in this 
country. Over 5 years they were simply released, leaving them to establish their own nests. Its best for 
the bees to find places that suit them; unfortunately it means they are harder to find subsequently! The 
new population shows much more genetic diversity than a population that was established in New Zea-
land many years ago with bees imported from England – genetic analysis shows them to be descend-
ants of just two queens. 

Michael Fleming

Useful links: bumblebeeconservation.org; beewalk.org.uk; bigwaspsurvey.org

Oxfordshire Beekeepers Association
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Bee stories

Worlds biggest bee found alive

As long as an adult thumb, with jaws like a stag beetle 
and four times larger than a honeybee, Wallace’s gi-
ant bee is not exactly inconspicuous.

But after going missing, feared extinct, for 38 years, 
the world’s largest bee has been rediscovered alive 
on the Indonesian islands of the North Moluccas.

A search team of North American and Australian biol-
ogists found a single female Wallace’s giant bee 
(Megachile pluto) living inside a termites’ nest in a 
tree, more than two metres off the ground.

“It was absolutely breathtaking to see this ‘flying bull-
dog’ of an insect that we weren’t sure existed any 
more,” said Clay Bolt, a specialist photographer who 
obtained the first images of the species alive. “To ac-
tually see how beautiful and big the species is in life, 
to hear the sound of its giant wings thrumming as it 
flew past my head, was just incredible.”

The giant bee – the female can measure nearly 4cm in length – first became known to science in 1858 
when the British explorer and naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace discovered it on the tropical Indonesian 
island of Bacan. He described the female bee as “a large, black wasp-like insect, with immense jaws 
like a stag beetle”.

Despite its size, the bee remained elusive, with almost nothing known about the female’s secretive life 
cycle involving making nests of tree resin inside active arboreal termite mounds.

For more information see the BBC website and The Guardian.

Bees count.......

Honeybees can learn to add and subtract, according to research showing that while the insects have 
tiny brains, they are still surprisingly clever.

Researchers behind the study have previously found that honeybees can apparently understand the 
concept of zero, and learn to correctly indicate which of two groups of objects is the smaller.

But now they say insects can learn to carry out exact numerical calculations such as adding and sub-
tracting a given number.

“Their brain can manage a long-term rule and applying that to a mathematical problem to come up with 
a correct answer,” said Dr Adrian Dyer, co-author of the research from RMIT University in Australia. 
“That is a different type of number processing to spontaneous quantity judgments.”

“It is very hard to train a bee to understand a plus or minus sign because that is an abstract symbol, so 
we use colour mazes because they learn colour very quickly,” said Dyer. Fourteen bees were involved 
in the experiment and each completed 100 of the training exercises, with the shapes and numbers – 
up to a maximum of five – chosen at random from a pool of possibilities.

The results showed that the bees did better on the tests than chance, getting the correct answers be-
tween 64% and 72% of the time, depending on the test.

For more about counting bees see this Guardian article.
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OBKA Contacts

Join us on Face- 
book by clicking

on the logo

Events Calendar

Oxfordshire Beekeepers Association is a 
registered charity Number 1005846. 

Please forward information for inclusion in future 
editions of the news letter to

Gary Thomas gary@gcathomas.me.uk

Event Date Location Notes

Beetradex 2019

www.beetradex.co.uk

Sat 09 March 2019

0900 - 1630 hrs

Hall H2, Stoneleigh Park, 
CV8 2LG

Online booking will take place from 1st December 
to 07 March 2019. Tickets are available on the day 

Witney Bees Talk - 
Keeping Colonies Healthy

Wed 13th March Wesley Room, High Street, 
Witney

See earlier item or Events calendar on website for 
full details

OBKA AGM 20 March Eynsham Village Hall Starts 1930hrs (TBC)

Cambridge BKA one-day 
seminar ‘Beekeeping in the 21st 
Century’

23 March 2019 Storey’s Field Centre, Cam-
bridge CB3 1AA

For more info see obka.org.uk

Talk: The Flow Hive 29 March Cumnor Village Hall Starts 1930hrs

BBKA Spring Convention and 
Tradeshow

Friday 12 - Sun 14 April 
2019

Harper Adams University, 
Newport, TF10 8NB

Spring Teaching Apiary clean-up 13 April Marlborough School Bring your own lunch

Swarm Control - 
Heather Horner

18 May TBC Event details TBC

Top Bar Hives 15 June Waterperry Gardens  

Preparation for the Honey Show 13 July TBC Event details TBC

Honey Extraction - 
Peter Chaunt

17 August TBC Further details to follow

Autumn Teaching Apiary clean-up 
and bee inspection

08 September Marlborough School Bring your own lunch

OBKA Honey Show 13 October Cumnor Village Hall Event details TBC

Swarm Control - 
Ged Marshall

29 November Cumnor Village Hall Event details TBC

Honey tasting 13 December Cumnor Village Hall Event Details TBC

Full details of all events including location maps can be found on the OBKA website at obka.org.uk/events

Chairman: Philip Sharman

Tel: 018969 340626

Mobile: 07912 120337

Email: phil.sharman@byopenworld.com

Secretary: Richard Stansfield

Tel: 

Email: rg.stansfield@btinternet.com

Swarms: Maurice Lean

Tel: 01865 773626

Email: mo.lean@ntlworld.com

Editor: Gary Thomas

Tel: 

Email: gary@gcathomas.me.uk


