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December 2016 

 

Another year almost 

over!  Hopefully your 
care has ensured your 
bees have gone into the 
winter healthy and well 
fed.  They may have re-
warded your care by pro-
viding you with some sur-
plus honey, and we have 
enjoyed some success in 
the county in the Na-
tional Honey Show. 

With Christmas just a 

few days away our bees 
will not need too much 
attention until the spring.  
So this is an opportunity 
to spend time with family 
and friends, and to look 
forward to our Conven-
tion in February.   

Whatever success you 

have enjoyed this year, next year will be better still.   So to all our mem-
bers in West Sussex and our readers outside of the county,  

 A Very Happy Christmas 

 

Happy Christmas 
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General Husbandry - Assessment Preparation Training 

 

The EDUCATION AND HUSBANDRY COMMITTEE is pleased to announce that a suc-
cessful bid to DEFRA under the Healthy Bees Plan will provide the funds for the lo-
cal support to those who plan to take the General Husbandry assessment in the 
near future. 
 
The training is running between January and April 2017, and will be facilitated by a 
team of 14 Master Beekeepers who are also General Husbandry assessors in the 
following areas of the country: 

North West, North East, South Wales, South West, Midlands, East Anglia, South East and Yorkshire. 
 
The programme of 20 hours will cover both practical and theoretical aspects of the General Husbandry 
assessment, aiming to give the participants an understanding of what the assessment entails and what 
they need to do in order to be successful.  The candidates are required to have taken the Basic certificate 
and be registered on BeeBase. 
 
Enrolment fee £50  
 

For more information or to subscribe contact Marin Anastassov: manastassov@aol.com  

A Winter’s Tale 

As you are tucking into your turkey and Christmas pud 
this year, stop to think for a moment about the bees 
in your hives.  In the middle of winter we tend to for-
get about them, but those bees are the most impor-
tant group of bees that will ever live in your apiary 
and on them depends the existence of the colonies 
and the success, or otherwise, of next summer’s bee-
keeping. 
 
In late summer and autumn the queen continues to 
lay, although at a reduced rate.  The bees that de-
velop from these eggs will have a lower metabolic 
rate and little work to do as there are fewer larvae to 
feed and the available forage is meagre.   
 
As a result of  this they remain ‘young’ and do not follow the normal pattern of development and aging 
which we see throughout the summer, when approximately 3 week old bees graduate from in-hive duties 
to foraging and, as a result, age and die in about 2–3 weeks. 

 
It is important to realize that the aging process in a bee switches when that 
bee becomes a forager.  At that point in its life, a number of changes take 
place: its protein levels drop, its Juvenile Hormone (JH) levels rise and it is 
then on the slippery slope to death. 
 
Our winter bees do not make this transition at 3 weeks, but continue in their 
physiologically young state until the spring, when they kick-start the massive  

mailto:manastassov@aol.com


colony growth which precedes the swarming season.   
 
So, how do they prepare for this lifestyle? All newly-hatched workers eat nectar/honey and large quanti-
ties of bee bread, which is stored, fermented pollen.  The honey provides the carbohydrate in the diet but 
the pollen contains large amounts of protein plus some fat, minerals and vitamins, and is used to manu-
facture brood food in the mandibular and hypopharyngeal glands of these young bees so that they can 
feed larvae. 
 
Young winter bees also consume large quantities of bee bread but they do not use it immediately. In-
stead, much of it is stored in their fat bodies.  These are important as substances, including enzymes and 
other proteins.  They are spread throughout the body of the bee, principally in the roof and on the floor 
of the abdomen where they appear as masses of white cells.  Well fed, winter bees have abundant fat 
bodies. 
 
One of the principal stored proteins is vitellogenin, and quantities of this are also stored in the hypo-
pharyngeal glands, which remain plump.  In the spring, as new larvae need food, all this stored protein is 
converted into brood food.  With their protein reserves depleted, our winter bees become foragers, the 
aging process starts and they die. 
 

What goes wrong?  Disease is the biggest problem.  Varroa has been shown to change the physiology of 
the winter bees so that they do not store adequate protein, but the main effect of all adult bee diseases is 
to shorten the life of the infected bee.  Varroa, Deformed Wing Virus (DWV) and Nosema, our 3 main cul-
prits, can have a devastating effect on the colony, killing many of the winter bees before the spring bees 
can build up sufficient numbers to take over.  This leads to the classic situation of colony deaths in Febru-
ary and March.  Colonies can also die at this time of year if they run out honey stores, as the increasing 
population of young bees in the colony puts greater demands on the available stores. 
 
This is all of practical importance to us as beekeepers.  The winter bees must be protected by ensuring 
that they do not suffer from high levels of Varroa during their development.  This means treating early, as 
soon as the honey crop can be removed in August, if Varroa numbers have not been controlled by hus-
bandry means during the active season. 
 
It may present particular problems for those taking bees to the heather, as any treatment applied after 
the return of these colonies will be too late to be effective.  They need to go on their travels with low Var-
roa counts.  Controlling Varroa to keep it below the 1000 mites/colony level will also control the viruses, 
particularly DWV. 
 
Nosema has to be monitored and controlled during the spring/summer by testing the colonies and getting 
them onto new comb if necessary.  There is no chemical treatment available.  Progress can be made by 
breeding from colonies not showing the disease and removing those queens which are susceptible. 
 
Finally, and very importantly, colonies need good supplies of pollen during the later part of the summer 
so should be sited where sources are available (the use of pollen supplements or substitutes is debat-

able).  There is of course, no excuse for colonies dying of starvation and every 
effort should be made to supplement stores of honey if necessary in Septem-
ber. 
 
 
Another excellent article with text courtesy of Celia Davis and Warwickshire 
BKA via eBees  
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Around the Divisions 
 

All Members are welcome to attend any Divisional meeting, but please advise the organiser if you plan 
to attend. 

Central Sussex Division 

Wednesday 14th December - Christmas Meeting at the RAFA Club, just off Blackbridge Lane, Hor-

sham.  7:30pm. 
Details from Melvyn Essen: chairman@centralsussexbka.org.uk or website: www.centralsussexbka.org.uk 
 

Chichester Division 

Tuesday 13th December - Honey Tasting & Christmas Social 

at the Fishbourne Centre, Blackboy Lane, Fishbourne, Chichester, 
PO18 8BE at 7:30pm.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Details from: secretary@chichesterbeekeepers.co.uk or website: 
www.chichesterbeekeepers.co.uk 
 

Wisborough Green Division 

Details from Sue Elliott: sj.elliott@ukgateway.net or website: www.wgbka.org.uk 
 

Worthing Division 

Thursday 8th December - Pauline Ford on ‘Bees & Flowers’ at the Ferring Village Hall, Ferring Street, 

Ferring, BN12 5JP  at 7:30pm.  . 

Saturday 10th December - Winter Varroa treatment at the teaching apiary from 1pm. 

Further details from Phil Carter: philange5180@btinternet.com or the Division’s website: 
www.worthingbeekeepers.org.uk  
 

 

 

... and Dates for your Diary 
 
 
 
 
 

Saturday 18th February 2017 - Surrey BKA 12th Bee Day.  Cobham Village Hall, Lushington 

Drive, Cobham KT11 2LU from 9.30am to 5pm.  See article in this newsletter. 

Saturday 25th February 2017 - WSBKA Annual Convention, Lodge Hill Centre, Watersfield, Pulbor-

ough, RH20 1LZ.  Full details will be available next month in this newsletter and on the website. 

Saturday 22nd April 2017 - WSBKA Annual Bee Market & Auction.  Chich-

ester College’s Brinsbury Campus, Pulborough, RH20 1DL.  Details available in 
the New Year in this newsletter and on the website. 
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‘Share your Division’s 

activities with readers of the 

County News’ 

mailto:chairman@centralsussexbka.org.uk
http://www.centralsussexbka.org.uk
mailto:secretary@chichesterbeekeepers.co.uk
http://www.chichesterbeekeepers.co.uk
mailto:sj.elliott@ukgateway.net
http://www.wgbka.org.uk
mailto:philange5180@btinternet.com
http://www.worthingbeekeepers.org.uk


Jim’s Jottings 

Chairman, Jim Norfolk continues his jottings for the County News 

 
My ramblings usually require some trigger to kick them off and this month it was an 
e-mail from Bill Summers, promoting his Zest hive.  It’s simple and rather industrial 
appearance may put some people off, particularly those who prefer their hives to 
look like hives.  However, many of the principles are sound, not least the thermal 
capacity and insulation of 4” of Thermalite block, which may go some way to match-
ing the insulating properties of bee nests in trees.   
 
It was something else that caught my eye - 
the e-mail had attached a Varroa Extinction 
Survival Chart, which looked interesting.  The 

author of the chart postulates that in warm weather Varroa de-
velopment is not optimal which could explain why Varroa tend to 
decline in late spring and summer.  Once we enter the cooler 
weather of autumn and bee numbers start to reduce, brood is not 
maintained at the higher temperature, but sinks down a degree or 
so, to provide optimal temperature for Varroa rearing, explaining 
why Varroa numbers surge.   
 
I decided to investigate the science behind the theory, or rather 
that which I could access fully on the internet.  Groh et al (2004) recorded pupa development times at dif-
ferent temperatures between 29˚C and 37°C.  Above 34.5°C the time for pupal development stays the 
same, at 10 to 11 days, but below that temperature pupal development gets progressively longer.  Drop-
ping the temperature to 33.5°C extends pupal development by a day and at 32°C by 2 to 3 days.  It is not 
difficult to see how this extra pupal time might extend the growing period for Varroa sufficient to gener-
ate an extra viable daughter or two per cycle.  Le Conte et al in 1990 showed that Varroa are most prolific 
between 32.5˚C and 33.5°C, which would correspond not only with longer worker brood times but fits in 
with the temperature of drone brood at the nest periphery.  Studies of temperature in beehives suggest 
temperature is maintained at between 32˚C and 36°C, although the optimum varies between authors, 
possibly reflecting the need to calibrate heat sensors accurately or a genuine variation between different 
bees in different countries, or at different ambient temperatures.  In hot weather the brood temperature 
may drift up slightly before the bees take action to cool it, while in cold weather, it may drift down before 
bees start warming the brood.  The differences may be greater in the outer area of brood where slightly 
lower temperatures may attract Varroa. 
 
Temperature may not be the only reason.  The better insulation of the Zest hive allows the bees to main-
tain not only a higher temperature but also higher humidity.  Water vapour does not condense if the walls 
are as warm as the air.  Condensation on cold hive walls makes the hive act as a dehumidifier, resulting in 
lower humidity inside the hive.  Kraus and Velthius 1997 looked at two humidity ranges 59% - 68% RH and 
79% - 85% RH and found that while 59% of mites produced offspring at the lower humidity, only 2% did so 

at the higher humidity.  Putting the research together, laboratory studies sug-
gest that Varroa reproduce better at the lower end of the brood temperature 
range and at normal humidity.  A detailed study by Ellis on A. mellifera scutel-
lata in hives, suggested humidity was largely under control of the bees and 
typical ranges were 50% - 60% RH in A.m. scutellata in South Africa and 
A.m.m. and A.m. Buckfast tested in Denmark, but that local South African 
nests in trees had higher humidity at 60% - 70%.  
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Zest Hives 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Groh%20C%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=15024125


Does the better insulation of the Zest hive allow bees to maintain higher temperatures and humidity help-
ing to control Varroa?  Derek Mitchell (2015) suggests that enclosure wall temperature limits the maxi-
mum humidity since it acts to condense the water vapour from the air.  Effective insulation would thus 
allow higher brood humidity to be maintained than has hitherto been measured in beehives and hence 
could reach the 80% said by Kraus and Velthius, to inhibit Varroa development.  Such a hypothesis de-
serves further scrutiny by the scientific community. 
 
Just to add to the debate, a recent study, by Hou et al, which was done in hives, found that brood tem-
peratures were higher in colonies with heavy Varroa infestations.  They found normal low Varroa colonies 
had a brood temperature of around 33 °C, which the authors state as being their optimal temperature, 
while high Varroa colonies were at around 34.7 °C.  The primary aim of the study was the use of tempera-
ture monitoring as a means of identifying the presence of high Varroa to indicate the need for treatment. 
Interpretation of their results could include increased metabolic activity in the brood cells due to the pres-
ence of the parasite or maybe the bees actively raised the brood temperature in an attempt to defeat the 
developing mites, much as our body temperature rises when we have an infection.  Could this be yet an-
other defence mechanism to put alongside Varroa sensitive hygiene and grooming?  There is clearly a lot 
more to be learnt from further studies on brood, Varroa, temperature and humidity, but I am not waiting 
and have gone ahead with full insulation inside some my WBCs, to see if it has an effect on Varroa num-
bers this autumn. 
 
References: 
Ellis, M.B. (2008) Homeostasis: Humidity and water relations in honeybee colonies (Apis mellifera) Thesis 
Submitted at Dept. Zoology and Entomology, University of Pretoria, South Africa. 
 
Groh, C., Tautz, J. and Rössler, W. (2004) Synaptic organization in the adult honey bee brain is influenced 
by brood-temperature control during pupal development PNAS 2004 101 (12) 4268-4273; 
 
Hou, C.S., Li, B.B., Deng, S. and Diao, Q.Y. (2016) Effects of Varroa destructor on temperature and humid-
ity conditions and expression of energy metabolism genes in infested honeybee colonies. Genet. Mol. Res 
15 (3)  

Le Conte, Y., Arnold, G and Desenfant, P.H. (1990) Influence of Brood Temperature and Hygrometry Varia-
tions on the Development of the Honey Bee Ectoparasite Varroa jacobsoni (Mesotigmata:Varroidae) Envi-
ron. Entomol. 19(6): 1780 -1785 
 
Michell, D (2015) Ratios of colony mass to thermal conductance of tree and man-made nest enclosures of 
Apis mellifera: implications for survival, clustering, humidity regulation and Varroa destructor. Int J Biome-
teorol (2016) 60: 629  
 
 

Jim 
 

chairman@westsussexbeekeepers.org.uk 
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Des Res for Honeybees 

Two sites on offer this month.  A home owner in West Chiltington is offering their large garden for a small 
number of hives.  Post Code RH20 2JY is surrounded by open fields and the garden enjoys easy access 
with some storage space available. 
 
The second site is at RH13 0QW on Five Oaks Road, Horsham.  A private garden backing onto over 3 acres 
of fields with access through the garden or adjoining fields.   

 

If any members are interested in either 
site please contact me in the first in-
stance. 
 

Graham 
secretary@westsussexbeekeepers.org.uk 

Example only 

Surrey BKA will be holding its 12th annual event on Saturday 18th February at 

Cobham Village Hall, Lushington Drive, Cobham KT11 2LU from 9.30am to 5pm.   
 
The speakers are Tony Harris – ‘Botany for Beekeepers’; George Clouston Arnia – 
‘Hive Monitoring, Benefits for Beekeepers and Bees’; Mike & Julie Axford – ‘Branding 
Your Product’; Elli Leadbeater’s research team at RHUL including Callum Martin – 
‘Are commercial bumblebees needed for strawberry pollination in the UK?’; Emily 
Bailes - ‘Flower margins on farmland, a beneficial resource or a hotbed of disease?’ 
and Fabio Manfredini - ‘Understanding the dance language of honeybees’. 

 

Tickets are £24 and include lunch. 

 

To reserve your place email Sandra Rickwood, rickwoodsbka@gmail.com, or telephone Joan Johnson on 
01932 873275. 
www.surreybeekeepers.org.uk/ 

12th Surrey Bee Day 

WSBKA Annual Convention 

Lodge Hill, Pulborough will again be the venue for our Annual Convention in February.  Details are now 
finalised and, as always, we have an impressive blend of lectures and seminars to look forward to .  Please 

book the date in your diary NOW -  Saturday 25th February 2017 
 

The main speakers are Prof. Steve Martin, Prof. Dave Goulson and Dr. Michael Keith Lucas. 
There will be seminars to choose from – ‘Swarm Control’ by Daisy Day; ‘Trading Standards, Honey and 
Hive Products’ by Trading Standards Officer, Jo Walden; ‘Successful Comb Change’ by Tom Moore and 
‘Remote Hive Monitoring’ by Arnia. 
 

Refreshments and a simple lunch will be included and there will be many opportunities to meet up with 
fellow beekeepers from around the county and beyond.  Paynes will bring a range of bee equipment and 
books to sell and so there will be plenty of opportunity to spend your money! 
 

More details next month. 

mailto:secretary@westsussexbeekeepers.org.uk
mailto:rickwoodsbka@gmail.com
http://www.surreybeekeepers.org.uk/


Members have made a significant contribution to this charity in previ-
ous years by donating used stamps from Christmas cards.  This gener-
osity has helped to train assistance dogs for the disabled at their train-
ing centre in Heyshott near Midhurst.   
 

So if you can continue to help this charity please save the stamps from 
Christmas cards (and other correspondence).   All kinds of stamps are 
welcome, on or off paper.  You just need to leave no more than a 5mm 
single thickness border around them, and the perforations should not 
be damaged.  Send to:  Canine Partners’ Stamp Appeal, PO Box 638, 
Fareham, Hampshire, PO14 9JJ.   
 

This is an ongoing appeal and more details are available on the char-
ity’s website - www.caninepartners.org.uk  

We’re on the web: 

www.westsussexbeekeepers.org.uk 

 

Thanks to all this month’s contributors.  If you don’t have access to the internet and want further details 
of anything in this newsletter, please contact the Editor & County Secretary.  Likewise, if you would like to 

contribute to future newsletters please send articles and photographs to: 
 

Graham Elliott, Editor & County Secretary, no later than the 20th of  the preceding month. 
secretary@westsussexbeekeepers.org.uk 

M E M B E R S '  C O U N T Y  N E W S L E T T E R  

 
 

Previous newsletters from the last 12 months are available on the website. 
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Canine Partners’ Appeal for Stamps 
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