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Autumn is considered by many to
be the start of the beekeeping year.
Throughout spring and summer, we
manage bees for our benefit, for
example to produce a honey crop,
to prevent swarming, to raise
queens or to increase stocks. In
autumn the focus switches to the
needs of our bees, in particular to
ensure their survival through winter.
Survival is best assured by having
strong colonies of well fed, healthy
young bees at the start of winter.
In the past few years winters have
been short and mild and winter loss-
es have been gradually reducing
(13 % in 2016-17). However, winter
2017-18 was long and cold with se-
vere weather during the spring
build-up period. BBKA reported loss-
es of 25% in 2017-18, significantly
higher than in previous years. Our
winter preparations must accommo-
date the vagaries of the British
weather.
During October, the priority is to
ensure that each colony has suffi-
cient honey and pollen to last until
spring (up to six months). The fine
weather in September produced
good pollen and nectar flows, espe-
cially from ivy and Himalayan bal-
sam, but these may not be
sufficient. Any shortfall should be
made up now by feeding sugar syr-
up, rather than waiting for winter
and feeding fondant as an emergen-
cy measure. Ideally, the quantity of

honey present should be estimated
by hefting or counting frames of
sealed honey. Bee Base recom-
mends that 18 to 22 kg (40 to 50 lb)
of honey should be available at
start of winter. (Bee Base Best Prac-
tice Factsheet 7 addresses feeding
bees sugar)
Autumn is the time for honey shows.
The OBKA honey show will be held
on 14 October and is as much an
opportunity to learn from other mem-
bers as a competition, although win-
ning is fun! Further details are on
the OBKA website and later in this
newsletter.
BBKA is supporting the EU Horizon
2020 project PoshBee. The aim is
to support a healthy bee population
and sustainable beekeeping and
pollination by assessing the toxicity
of key agrochemicals. A key output
is to provide information to support
development of policy for sustaina-
ble use of agrochemicals. Pat Hunt-
er, the lead BBKA Trustee for this
initiative, is seeking support from
Oxfordshire beekeepers with two or
more hives to support the project. If
you are interested details may be
found on the
BBKA website.

Guest Editor:Richard Stansfield

http://obka.org.uk/
http://www.nationalbeeunit.com/index.cfm?pageid=167
http://www.beetradex.co.uk/
http://www.nationalbeeunit.com/downloadDocument.cfm?id=741
http://www.nationalbeeunit.com/downloadDocument.cfm?id=741
http://obka.org.uk/about-us/honey-show-2018/
https://www.bbka.org.uk/Blog/posh-bee-eu-funded-project
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News
Beginners Beekeeping Course 2018 Summary
Sixty-five students signed up for the course this year – the
highest number we have ever had. Clearly the interest in
bees and beekeeping shows no sign of tailing off. I would
personally like to thank Mark Blanchette and his team of tu-
tors on behalf of our students for their efforts in running the
course, not an easy task with four evenings a month spread
over  May to September.
If any students would like to send either myself or Mark
some feedback on how they thought the course went, includ-
ing any ideas for improvement, please email either of us.
Any responses will be treated in strict confidence.
Pete Chaunt: chaunt@talktalk.net;  Mark Blanchette: mblan@tiscali.co.uk

Website - New Members-only section

The OBKA website (obka.org.uk) now has a members-only section. Access is via a password that
will be sent out via email. It will be changed from time to time and new passwords will also be sent
out via email.
As this is a new section your thoughts, comments etc. on what you would like to see in the mem-
bers area are welcome. Please use the ‘contact us’ form on the website to provide feedback.

Ian Gourlay wants your honey!

Ian Gorlay (ian.gourlay@plants.ox.ac.uk) has contacted to Association to ask if anyone has
honey they might sell to him. Having lost lost 2/3rds of his stocks he regained numbers by mid
summer mostly through swarms entering empty hives. However he has not got any honey so
he has asked if anyone might have some honey for sale in 30lb tubs; he would take three or
four.
If you can help Ian please contact him directly using his email address, above.

OBKA Honey Show - Sunday 14th October
The OBKA Honey Show is just 2 weeks away.
Apart from the normal honey and wax classes there are 4 food classes with 3 new recipes, de-
tails and recipes to the honey show are on the attachment. There are 2 honey classes for those
beekeepers who have not previously won a honey class.

Full details including the entry form are on the OBKA website

If you have any questions please contact the Honey Show organiser, Peter Hawkins, on
hawkinspeter051@gmail.com  or 07754232912.

mailto:chaunt@talktalk.net
mailto:mblan@tiscali.co.uk
http://www.obka.org.uk/
http://obka.org.uk/members-area/
mailto:ian.gourlay@plants.ox.ac.uk
http://obka.org.uk/about-us/honey-show-2018/
mailto:hawkinspeter051@gmail.com
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Appreciating Oxfordshire Bees

The following is courtesy of Paul Honigmann of
the Oxfordshire Natural Beekeeping Group

I recently attended the Learning from the Bees
conference in the Netherlands. The primary fo-
cus of this was healthy bees, and natural selec-
tion. None of the 300 attendees, from 30
countries, use miticides, and there were many
stories of spreading mite resistance. Research-
ers are monitoring bees' recovery strategies
from this pest to discover more about evolution-
ary mechanisms.

Professor Tom Seeley had a couple of particu-
larly compelling lectures showing how varroa
tolerant populations arise in unmanaged bees
as quickly as they do in carefully selected
strains. An intriguing difference is that the wild
ones' behaviour changes in many little ways,
which add up; whereas breeders select for one
strong characteristic - say, grooming. Both ways
work, but the wild ones end up with a broader
gene pool and less chance of inbreeding.

Inbreeding in bees is a problem for all queen
rearers as bees are particularly susceptible to it,
resulting in diploid drone laying - faulty males
which the workers kill immediately. Excessive
inbreeding rapidly leads to colony collapse,
which is one reason to use open mating.

This meshed with some recent musings of mine
about our local bees, sometimes dismissed as

“mongrels” but in fact, they are excellent bees.
We have a very definite local phenotype, dark
with one orange band. Truly isolated popula-
tions in rural Oxfordshire tend to be even darker,
resembling the original British Amm dark bee.
These are what is known as a landrace, not
quite a differentiated, recognised “pure” breed
like a Carniolan but a local breed which is more
genetically diverse. Bee landraces vary across
the country with climate, forage etc and vary in
characteristics such as when their numbers

peak, how swarmy they are and so on. They
have adapted to their specific area since the ice
sheets retreated 11,600 years ago and are eve-
ry bit as adapted to their zone as an Italian, but
lack a fancy name.

Interestingly, “pure bred” bees from breeders
don't remain “pure” for very long round here -
when introduced to apiaries, if allowed to open
mate, all converge on the local colouration with-
in 3 years. There's obviously a heavy selection
pressure going on. So, what is this pressure?

Firstly, there's a drone-swamping effect. Much
of our stock was originally swarms caught local-
ly, and there is a thriving background population
of unmanaged bees in roofs, walls, trees etc
giving a large pool of locally adapted genes. I
know of 6 wild colonies in my small village alone,
and 4 of those are many years old. (I monitor
them weekly from February to confirm they
aren't dying out or being repopulated by
swarms.) And lots of Oxfordshire beekeepers
seem to find they don't need to use miticides –
which may kill mites, but stress and damage
bees in other ways, like affecting queen and
drone fertility!

Secondly, it just takes 2-3 bad years for unfit
genes to be selected out. Why bad years? Be-
cause, these are the harsh winters etc which kill
a poorly prepared colony. Italians and Buckfasts
tend to breed even during the June Gap forage
interruption, meaning varroa numbers continue
to rise while the colony simultaneously runs out
of food. Locally adapted bees have a brood
break which acts as a firebreak on rising varroa
numbers, which is a key reason why we see
feral colonies over 20 years old. On the plus
side, a year of high losses improves our stock.

Many people don't grasp how powerful natural
selection is, but biologists estimate that in ad-
verse conditions, 50% of those individuals that
survive do so due to having a genetic adaptive
edge (Darwin's “fitter”). The other reasons – luck,
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and so on – are relatively insignificant, unless
you deliberately prop up weak colonies. This
matches my own experience. The late Profes-
sor Ruttner, a German bee scientist, pointed
out that the UK is at the extreme northern
range of the honeybee because of its tempera-
ture and wildly variant weather. This means
there is little margin, one bad year can kill a
poorly adapted colony.

Wing morphology shows local bees definitely
aren't Amm, they have a fair bit of Buckfast and
probably Italian in their makeup. But it seems
to be the new, stable race for this area – it is
what works. And fortunately, it's gentle, unless
someone introduces some “pure” queens near
you, as crossed strains tend to be overly defen-
sive in the F1 and F2 generations. But the de-
fensiveness seems to melt away after that, as
the bees converge on the local genotype.

So, should you stop treating your bees with
miticides?

Like many, I started with Buckfasts, and the
queens never stopped laying and they had var-
roa issues. After I switched to local swarms
and stopped treating with miticides, I never had
any significant problem with varroa (and the
bees were so much better tempered, because
they don't associate humans with a threat, like
that stinging miticide stuff).

North Oxfordshire forage pattern

But, I suspect another key factor is that I no
longer feed my bees routinely, instead letting
them follow their preferred laying rhythm. I be-
lieve the feeding tradition has grown up be-
cause the BBKA training courses assume you
want maximum honey crop and thus will be
practising migratory beekeeping. But if you are

not moving your hives to a crop why trick the
bees into a high laying rate? They build up at a
certain time in Spring for a reason, and they
have a brood break in summer because that
matches our forage pattern. All feeding seems
to stimulate laying. And varroa need brood to
propagate. Brood breaks are desirable for para-
site control. And overfeeding sugar can result
in tasteless “honey” that is simply processed
sugar.

If you'd like to investigate this further you can
visit the local natural beekeepers' blog, or just
send your robustly worded rebuffs directly to
oxnatbees@gmail.com . Hope you have a
good winter!

Professor Tom Seeley discusses natural selec-
tion

mailto:oxnatbees@gmail.com
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Let me through I’m a beekeeper...

Not words I was ever expecting to utter but I
found myself saying exactly this in a cafe at
Trelessick Garden NT in Devon earlier in Sep-
tember. Let me explain....
We had been thinking about a motorhome holi-
day in Devon and Cornwall for a few months
and eventually decided to go early September.
We found a nice site just outside Fowey to start
the holiday. I was therefore more than a little
concerned  to hear about the Asian Hornet (AH)
that had been found in Fowey on 31st August,
just a few days before we were due to travel
down.
However forewarned is forearmed so before we
left I updated myself on what the AH looks like,
reading the section devoted to the AH on the
OBKA website, and set off not really expecting
to see any hornets, Asian or otherwise.
As it happened the AH nest in Fowey was found
and destroyed on the day we left for Devon, 07
September. We spent a nice few days visiting
villages and going for walks during all of which
I’ve never been quite so aware of every flying
insect! On 13th September we visited the Na-
tional Trust gardens at Trelissick. On arrival we
headed for the cafe and had just sat down when
a member of the public went over to one of the
NT staff behind the counter and said ‘I think
there’s a hornet inside the cafe down by those
tables’ indicating past me to the end of the room.
The manager got a glass, went over to the win-
dow where the insect was and trapped it. Just
as she was going to slip a piece of paper under
the rim of the glass I heard her say ‘I’ll let it go
outside’ when I thought ‘No, we need to see if it
is a hornet and if so, what type’. So I rushed
over, said ‘I’m a beekeeper and if the insect is
an Asian hornet it needs to be reported’ and

started to examine intently the insect inside the
glass. I then of course had to explain myself so
that they understood why I wanted, indeed was
insisting, to see the insect and why I was taking
photographs of it.
It was indeed a hornet but, with yellow bands all
down the abdominal segment and no yellow
ends to the legs I was fairly sure it was a Euro-
pean hornet and not a dreaded Asian Hornet -
see the (somewhat blurred) pictures I took and
the comparison with the AH on  the OBKA ban-
ner on the first page (you did spot that it’s an
AH and not a bee, didn’t you?)
When I got back to my seat I realised that I had
caused a bit of a commotion wanting to see the
insect and found myself explaining to rather a
lot of the customers what the issues and con-
cerns are regard-
ing the AH. The
fact that an Asian
Hornet nest had
been found and
destroyed a few
miles up the coast
quite recently
made the issue
very real to people.
I suggested to the
manager that she
should report the hornet to the local beekeepers
association. I also reported the sighting via
email to the National Non-Native Species Infor-
mation Portal (alert_nonnative@ceh.ac.uk).
Fortunately the rest of the holiday passed by
without further sightings of hornets, Asian or
European.

Footnote:
It turned out that a second AH next was found in
Fowey and destroyed by the National Bee Unit
(NBU) on 21st September.
On 27 Sept it was reported that an AH nest has
been found and destroyed in the New Alresford
area of Hampshire.

Gary Thomas

http://obka.org.uk/info-and-swarms/asian-hornet/
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OBKA Contacts

Chairman Philip Sharman
Tel 01869 340626

Mobile 07912 120337
Email phil.sharman@btopenworld.

com

Secretary Richard Stansfield
Tel

Email rg.stansfield@btinternet.com

Swarm Maurice Lean
Tel 01865 773626

Email mo.leen@ntlworld.com

Editor Mark Blanchette
Tel 01235 553041

Email mblan@tiscali.co.uk

Oxfordshire Beekeepers Association is a
registered charity Number 1005846

The OBKA website is at obka.org.uk and has lots
of relevent imnfoation for OBKA members

including an OBKA Events diary and a blog.

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

Gary Thomas gary@gcathomas.me.uk

Join us on Face-
book by clicking

on the logo

Event Date Location Notes
OBKA Woodstock Apiary
Clean-up

Sunday 30 Sep 1100hrs Marlborough School Light refreshments will be pro-
vided for all volunteers

Witney Bees Talk
Brian Durk from Bees Abroad

Wednesday 10th October
1930 - 2100hrs

Wesley room, The Methodist
Church, High Street, Witney.

£3 to cover room rental and
teas. Please let Vera
vera.jordanat11@gmail.com
know if you plan to attend

OBKA Honey and Cake Show Sunday 14 Oct 1400hrs Cumnor Village Hall http://www.obka.org.uk/about-
us/honey-show-2018/

National Honey Show Thu 25 - Sat 27 October Sandown Park Racecourse,
KT10 9AJ

http://www.honeyshow.co.uk/

Marin Anastasov Lecture Friday 23 November Eynsham Village Hall, OX29
4QW

Details to follow

OBKA Social and various bee
talks

Eynsham Village Hall, OX29
4QW

59th Annual Delegate Meeting
of the BBKA

12 January 2019 TBC Peter Chaunt is OBKA’s rep

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 avail-
able on the day at the door.

BBKA Spring Convention and
Tradeshow

Friday 12 - Sun 14 April 2019 Harper Adams University,
Newport, TF10 8NB

Upcoming Events

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

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1353611601387469/
mailto:phil.sharman@btopenworld.com
mailto:phil.sharman@btopenworld.com
mailto:rg.stansfield@btinternet.com
mailto:mo.leen@ntlworld.com
mailto:mblan@tiscali.co.uk
http://obka.org.uk/
mailto:gary@gcathomas.me.uk
https://witneybeeswebsite.wixsite.com/homepage
http://beesabroad.org.uk/
mailto:vera.jordanat11@gmail.com
http://www.obka.org.uk/about-us/honey-show-2018/
http://www.obka.org.uk/about-us/honey-show-2018/
http://www.honeyshow.co.uk/
http://www.obka.org.uk/events

