
Professor Ratnieks from the University, his colleague Dr Margaret 
Couvillon and associates ran a half day workshop on how to decode the 
honey bee waggle dance.  A number of members from WSBKA attended 
and spent a fascinating half day learning from the experts - with hands 
on practice to decode what they had seen.  Chrissy Blakeman from 
Worthing shares her experience of the day. 
 
How to decode the Waggle Dance 
The honey bee is the only animal that ‘tells you where it has been’.   
Foragers who have located profitable forage make waggle dances back 
in the hive. These communicate the whereabouts (direction and dis-
tance) of the forage to hive mates that follow the dance. The aim is to 
recruit other bees in the colony to that location and demonstrates great 
co-operation within the colony to help it forage more efficiently.   
 
Waggle basics …When a forager returns, she vibrates her abdomen 
from side to side while walking forward one long step - known as the 
waggle run.  She then turns in a semi-circle and walks back to her start 
point to repeat the waggle run, returning 
again to her start point by semi-circling 
in the opposite direction - a figure of 
eight.  During the waggle run, her wings 
appear blurred because of the rapid mo-
tion from side to side. 
• Only foragers that have found 
‘highly rewarding’ forage/ flower 
patches do the waggle dance.  For a 
quality find, a forager may make as 
many as 100 waggle runs! 

• The waggle dance is a ‘local’ mes-
saging service i.e. it communicates only to/is detected by those bees 
in the direct vicinity of the messaging bee (the dance followers - 
unemployed foragers or those just starting out as foragers). 

• The waggle dance sends messages for forage (nectar, pollen, water 
and propolis) but can also be used by scout bees, during swarming, 
to send messages for a possible new home. 
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This article is reproduced with the kind permission of the High Weald Beekeepers’ Association. 

A members horse managed to jump into a field where several bees were kept, a hive was knocked over 
and the horse was stung resulting in panic.  All the hives in the apiary were knocked over and the horse 
was severely attacked by the bees attracting the attention of the other three horses in the field.  These too 
were severely stung and as a result all four horses died of heart failure.  
 
Our sympathy goes out to the member involved and we would wish to avoid any such thing ever hap-
pening again.  This is a very tragic and rare occurrence, and in many places horses are kept near to bees 
without any problems, but there is an old saying ‘bees & horses don't mix’, and it would seem that we 
need to re-learned a salutary lesson.  

• The duration of the waggle run communicates the distance of the forage - one second of waggling = 
1kilometre approx/two seconds of waggling = 2 kilometres approx/half a second = 500 metres 
approx etc.  

• The direction of the forage is in relation to the sun (or rather the ground point directly under the sun) 
and is encoded in the angle of the waggle dancer’s body.  Bees use the vertical comb as a reference 
to the sun’s position.  If a bee waggles with her body facing vertically upwards, this means that the 
forage is in the direction of the sun - vertically downwards means in the opposite direction to the sun  
- 60˚ to the right means 60˚ to the right of the sun - 40˚ to the left means 40˚ to the left of the sun and 
so on. 

• Because the position of the earth moves in relation to the sun, the dancer will adjust the angle of her 
body if she is waggling for the same forage at different times of the day. 

• There can be a number of waggle dances taking place at the same time - by different bees for differ-
ent forage. 

 
Decoding the data … When measuring recordings of a waggle dance we had to take into account, and 
adjust for, our time in relation to GMT and also our meridian position within that time zone (Cornwall 
and London, for example, could have up to 30 minutes differ-
ence).  All of this was done with the help of computer technol-
ogy.  It was a mix of manual (and painstaking) plotting of an in-
dividual bee’s movements and timings and then recording that 
data on a spreadsheet.  Thankfully, the computer did the calcula-
tions!  By marking the data onto a map of the area, we could es-
tablish the bees’ favourite haunts and the extent of their travel at 
different times of the year.  
 
Why research the waggle dance?...  Fewer flowers in the countryside/loss of hay meadows/ reduction 
in flower rich pastures/ replacement of clover by artificial fertilizers/ agricultural intensification etc, etc., 
has contributed (along with honey bee disease) to a mass decline in the bee population.   Because we can 
use the waggle dance to identify what bees choose and, therefore, need from the landscape we can, 
hopefully, adjust our policies/ planting to support them rather than the opposite. 
 
… and nothing to do with the waggle dance!  We were able to study three observation hives during 
the event.  It was a rainy/windy day and so there was no waggle dancing.  The bees were in ‘stay at 
home’ mode - especially the drones who were very still and neatly stacked up together in a kind of 
drone ’car park’, tightly packed against the comb and all facing vertically upwards.  Fascinating to see - 
and it prompted more than a few comments about their work ethic!! 

Tragedy of Horses in Kent 
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All Members are welcome to attend any Divisional meeting, but please advise the organiser if you 
plan to attend. 

 

Chichester Division 
Please watch the Chichester website for details of the venue. 

Wednesday 20th July - The Honey Harvest & Beyond - 
Christine Stevens - Chichester Division. 
Further details from Nigel Dedman njk.dedman@btinternet.com 
or the Division’s website www.chichesterbeekeepers.co.uk 

 

Wisborough Green Division 

Apiary meetings are at Dounhurst Farm, Skiff Lane, Wisborough Green. 

Wednesday 6th and 27th July - Apiary Meeting and Barbecue at 6:30pm. 

Saturday 16th July - Apiary Meeting at 12:00 (Beginners & Intermediates). Advanced at 2:30pm. 
Further details from John Glover glover.fletchingshollow@gmail.com or website www.wgbka.org.uk 

 

Worthing Division 

Please check the Worthing website for details of the venue.   

Friday 1st July, 6pm - Apiary Meeting - Progress of the Honey Crop 

Sunday 10th July, 2pm - Apiary Meeting and visit from Diane Steele, Seasonal Bee Inspector - 
EFB Recognition and the Annual Apiary Cycle. 

Details from Phil Carter philange5180@btinternet.com  or website www.worthingbeekeepers.org.uk  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Around the Divisions 

“Share your Division’s “Share your Division’s “Share your Division’s “Share your Division’s 

activities with readers of the activities with readers of the activities with readers of the activities with readers of the 
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Under normal circumstances cattle and sheep are not bothered by bees at all, and it is fine to keep bees 
in an adjacent field. It is vital, however, that fences are stock proof.  
 
Many people with chickens keep them close to the bees, and there is no problem there.  With horses, it 
would be sensible to keep a field's distance between them and the bees, at least 100 yards, and to be 
aware of bridle paths and other public rights of way.  
 
As we know, bees do not like some odours, particularly strong ones, which may contain scents similar to 
some of their pheromones.  An example of this is the citrus type fly sprays which are reputed to upset 
bees.  So, if you handle horses, it is best to wash and change before handling your bees, just to make 
sure you are not taking any strong odours with you. 
 



 
Passing the BBKA Basic Assessment is a milestone for those who have been keeping bees for a few years.   
It is a recognised qualification, confirming that you have a level of proficiency in beekeeping.  It is a great 
help in obtaining government support to fund research into problems with bees, to be able to demonstrate 
that beekeepers are an educated bunch. 
 
Having passed the Basic, what next?  For those who have an aptitude for exams, 
the BBKA modules are one avenue, ultimately leading to becoming a Master Bee-
keeper.  For those who are not “exam minded” or who feel that the days of taking 
written exams have passed, there is an alternative – the General Certificate in Bee-
keeping Husbandry.   This involves no writing (other than filling out the applica-
tion form!) but is more like the Basic Assessment, though wider in scope and 
depth.  It is based on your own beekeeping in your own apiary.  The full prospec-
tus/syllabus is here:   
www.bbka.org.uk/files/library/certificate_of_general_husbandry_syllabus_for_website_1303985388.pdf 
 
For an informative and amusing account of taking the assessment, read Adam Leitch’s account here: 
www.reigatebeekeepers.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=44&Itemid=1 
 
To take this General Husbandry it is a requirement that you have kept and managed bees for three years 
and that you have passed the BBKA Basic.  The assessment is usually conducted in May, June or July at 
the Candidate’s apiary (you need to have at least three hives and a nuc) and the Assessor will observe the 
Candidate’s practical skills at opening and manipulating colonies while their theoretical understanding will 
be assessed through a discussion with the Assessor who may use the Candidate’s Record Book as the basis 
of the assessment.  
 
There are a few West Sussex members who have taken the General Husbandry, and we are would like to 
encourage more members with the necessary experience to try for it.  Apart from anything else, it is a very 
good way to assure yourself that you are doing the right things in a good way, and that you have the 
breadth of knowledge to get the best from your bees. 
 
For those who might be interested in pursuing this qualification (either in 2012 or the next couple of years) 
it is planned to start a self-help group, which will include study sessions and visits to each others’ apiaries.  
We will start in the autumn and continue through the winter.   If you are interested please contact me 
(Gordon Allan – treasurer of Wisborough Green Division) on 01798 343470 or email me at: 
 petworthgordon@btopenworld.com 
We have been advised of a new website that is established to promote your honey sales.  Take a look at 

www.rawpurehoney.com where you can register for free.  Its focus is to promote the UK honey market 
within the ‘Buy British’ brand, to market the health benefits of raw and local honey, and to increase aware-
ness of the benefits of raw honey as well as promoting the welfare of bees. 
 
Please note, this information is passed to you for information and evaluation and is not endorsed by the 
WSBKA. 
 
 

Beyond the Basic - The Next Step - Gordon Allan writes... 
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Promoting Honey 



Chairman, Tom Moore shares his thoughts from his apiary in West Sussex. 
 
It is easy to make assumptions in beekeeping, and maybe even to get a bit lazy. In such situations it 
probably does us good to be reminded of where we are falling short, and I hope that the tale below will 
help at least one or two people to avoid a silly mistake. 

 
It all started on 1st May when we sat and watched a large swarm arrive and 
enter a bait hive in the garden.  Not from our bees, that we knew, so maybe 
from a feral colony, or another local beekeeper.  It took 45 minutes for the 
bees to get into the hive, and that evening we put in foundation, and a queen-
excluder underneath to prevent them absconding.  Then we went through our 
standard thoughts when collecting a swarm. Is it a laying queen or a virgin?  
Are they healthy?  Will they be well behaved? 
 
A couple of days later they had built plenty of comb, we saw the (smallish) 

queen, no eggs, so she must be a virgin.  A cast then – a big one, so it had to come from a strong, 
healthy colony.  Nineteen days after arriving, with 8 frames of wax drawn, the queen started to lay.  
Now we needed to watch the brood as it developed to see that it was healthy, especially as there had 
been an incidence of EFB not too many miles away.  So far so good.  Not laying a lot, but we will see 
how this new queen develops. 
 
Four weeks into laying – panic!  Where have all the bees gone? Why does the brood look so bad?  What 
is that terrible smell from the frames?  Such poor and patchy brood, and a terrible smell – could it be the 
worst thing of all, AFB?  Run and get matchsticks…. no stringy goo…. but something decidedly wrong.  
Thank goodness we always keep any swarm well isolated until we are sure.  Thank goodness also for 
the Bee Inspectors.  A call to Diana Steele, and she said she would come that same day, early evening.  
Till then we held our breath (not just because of the smell!). 
 
Diane came, took a look – and diagnosed just about the worst varroa infestation she had ever seen.  The 
bees and the brood crippled with it.  Nothing more deadly – but in itself, deadly enough to nearly wipe 
out a strong swarm within six weeks. 
 
So to the lessons learnt.  First, never assume that just because a colony is strong enough to put out a 
sizeable swarm, it must be healthy.  Next, although we know that the vast majority of varroa is in brood, 
and a brood break can reduce the numbers, we must not assume that it will reduce them to a safe level; 
all the mites left on the adults will rush to the first available brood, and if there is not much brood, the 
level of infestation will be high. Finally, perhaps the major lesson; we concentrate so hard on the brood 
(is the queen laying?, is the brood healthy?) that we may take our eyes off the adult bees, and fail to see 
the obvious signs of a problem. We should have seen the deformed wings and the mites on the bees.  
We were far too narrowly focused on when the queen was laying and whether the brood looked good.  
We should have seen it! 
 
First thought was to destroy the lot, but on reflection we have given them a chance.  We did destroy the 
frames with brood, gave them some from a very full colony of our own, and applied Apiguard.  Time 
will tell us whether the queen is any good, but whatever happens, we have learnt a valuable lesson.  
Look at the bees! 
 
Tom 
 
 

More from Moore - Panic….and a lesson learnt 
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Thanks to all this month’s contributors.  If you would like to contribute to future newsletters please send 
articles and photographs to: 

Graham Elliott, Hon. Secretary, no later than the 20th of  the preceding month  
grahammt@tiscali.co.uk 

MEMBERS' COUNTY NEWSLETTER 

We’re on the web: 
www.britishbee.org.uk/local/westsussex 
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Out-Apiary in Small Dole 

Maarten Boers from the Wisborough Green Division has bees for sale. He tells us the bees are well be-
haved black bees which would suit a beginner .  He is selling only the (national) frames with brood, bees 
and a (2011) queen., NOT the hive. The bees are currently kept in Ashington and were inspected by the 
Bee Inspector on 26 April. 
For further information please contact Maarten by email - maartenboers1@hotmail.com 

Bees for Sale 

Are you looking for an out-apiary in the Small Dole, Henfield area?  If so, I have been contacted by a 
landowner who is prepared to share his 10 acres with colonies of honey bees. 
 
If you are interested please contact me and I will put you in touch. 
 

Graham 

Northern Bee Books - publishers of ‘The Beekeepers Quarterly’ 

 
Remember you can subscribe to The Beekeepers Quarterly for just  
£16 p.a - a saving of £10 on the normal charge.  Take a look at  
www.bkq.org.uk.  If you are interested just let me know. 
 

Graham 
 


