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The colour for marking this years’ queens is RED 

 
Notes from the Editor  

 
Hello, and welcome to the March edition of the WSBKA Newsletter. It is a bit shorter this 
time but I hope that you enjoy it. If you have any suggestions about what might be added 
to improve it or have contributions to offer, please let me know at least two weeks before 
the June issue. Some words of advice from both experienced beekeepers and stories by 
new beekeepers would be welcome. 
 
Here we were, in the middle of February with that extraordinary warm spell, up to 18 de-
grees already (a February record of 22 degrees in Aberystwyth where I used to live!) and I 
watched my bees foraging pollen and worried about whether they will have enough sugar 
to last over and put on fondant just in case. Quite different to last year where the Beast 
from the East left us all, bees too, freezing until June. 
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In the December edition of the Newsletter I promised to enlighten you a little on the subject 
of lactic acid bacteria (LAB; Plate 1) and their connection with honeybees and honey. 
Please bear with me as, being a microbiologist by profession, I admit to having an interest. 
This group of bacteria and their activities were one of my specialisms. This was not in rela-
tion to honeybees I hasten to add, but as promotors of silage fermentation. Grasses, 
maize, and legumes are plentiful in the summer months and are preserved by producing 
silage for autumn and winter feeding to ruminants (cattle and sheep mainly). The natural 
population of LAB found on these forages are able to ferment soluble sugar to mainly lac-
tic acid during ensilage and lower the pH and acidify the forage in order to prevent nega-
tive microbial activity during storage. You see the product, silage in large black, green and 
white bags dotted all over the countryside or on farm in sloping black polythene-covered 
clamps covered with old tyres 
  
I never thought that I would be writing about LAB again outside the context of silage, until I 
discovered that they were also found in the honey stomach of honeybees, presumably de-
rived from plant material/pollen that they ingest when foraging. Most plant species possess 
a population of these organisms living naturally on their surfaces, particularly where dam-
age has occurred and nutrients are available. Enough of this. It is one of my pet topics but 

I don’t want to bore you with too much 
detail. 
 
The essence is that for centuries honey 
has been used as a folk medicine for the 
treatment of upper respiratory tract and 
wound infections, and even in modern 
hospitals, where honey is used on wound 
dressings. Many of its antimicrobial char-
acteristics have been recognised but 
there are still unknown substances that 
contribute to this activity. It has recently 
been found that a number of LAB are 
found in high numbers in the honey 
stomach of honeybees and in fresh 
honey and they are active against vari-

ous bee pathogens, including bacteria and yeasts from flowers. Thus, many of the un-
known healing and antimicrobial properties of honey are probably linked in part to the ac-
tivities of these LAB, as they produce compounds such as antibiotics, hydrogen peroxide 
and organic acids, to name but a few. It has also been shown that both in combination and 
separately these bacteria have antimicrobial activity against a variety of severe and 
chronic wound pathogens including MRSA organisms, Staphylococcus aureus and also 
the genus Pseudomonas, commonly found in flowers and one of the most therapy–re-
sistant pathogens in human chronic wounds. Pseudomonas aeruginosa is a very signifi-
cant wound pathogen because of biofilm formation and intrinsic multi-drug resistance.  
 
These findings have implications for medicine, not least in developing countries, where 
fresh honey is easily available, but also in Western countries where antibiotic resistance is 
seriously increasing. 
 
The article above is based on data published by Swedish scientists (Olsen et al. 2014). 
For more detail refer to the following reference. Lactic acid bacterial symbionts in honey-
bees – an unknown key to honey’s antimicrobial and therapeutic properties. Olsen, T.C., 
Butler, E., Markowicz, P, Linholm, C, Larsson, L. and Vasquez, A (2014). International 



 

 

Wound Journal, 10, 1-12. See also the mention of Honey Wound Dressings in the Bees 
Abroad article below. Ed. 
 
Philip Draycott and I are attending an open seminar being presented to the Cambridge 
Beekeepers entitled ‘Beekeeping in the 21st Century’. It will be held at Storey’s Field Centre, 
Eddington, Cambridge on 23rd March 2019, 0915-15.15. The list of speakers looks very good. If 
anyone else is interested look it up on cbka.org. We will present a report on it in the June 
Newsletter. 
 
Roger Merry  
Newsletter Editor 
rogermerry6@gmail.com 
 

Chairman’s comments 
 
Another unusual start to the year with record temperatures in February.  I had a look in a 
few of my hives in mid-February (rare to be able to) in order to see what the bees were do-
ing at this time of year. 
 
It appeared that the queens had just started laying on 1 or 2 frames. They were bringing in 
lots of pollen but none was being stored suggesting they needed it for immediate con-
sumption. I also noticed what looked like fresh nectar liquid next to the brood. Given the 
lack of nectar sources at this time of year I conclude that they were liquifying stores ready 
for use. 
 
I’m hearing stories of hives with 7 frames of brood and even drone brood! Swarming may 
well start early this year. 
 
March is the killer month for bees - literally. If the bees suffer high parasite infection in the 
autumn they succumb in March, sapped of the strength needed to raise spring brood. 
Also, as mentioned in the recent BBKA news the bees are increasing stores consumption 
to build brood - doubling each month. You will need to keep an eye on their sugar stores 
until the spring flow starts 
 
In addition to my role at West Suffolk I am a trustee of The Bee Improvement and Bee 
Breeders Association which I joined several years ago to learn more about bee Improve-
ment and Queen Rearing. As part of this, I organised an event at Lawshall with Roger Pat-
terson speaking on “Sustainable Bees and Queens”. This was incredibly well attended 
with over 100 beekeepers turning up. The highlight was Roger talking about a system he 
developed for raising multiple nuclei from one hive and still getting a honey crop - a de-
tailed description of this is available using the link below. 

 



 

 

 
http://www.dave-cushman.net/bee/rogerpattersonmethod.pdf 
 
I’m very grateful to the many West Suffolk members who helped with catering, chairs and 
parking on the day. 
The committee has approved the setting up of a second association apiary and I have a 
potential site to view, not too far from the current site (which does not have the room), and 
I will view this in the next few weeks for its suitability. The purpose of this is to rear our own 
bees and queens from the excellent stock at the association apiary. We will use this to 
teach beginners and teach Bee Improvement and Queen Rearing. The plan is to produce 
nuclei of bees, overwinter them and have them available for beginners to buy. They will 
keep the nuclei (putting them in hives that we will purchase in the sales) and looking after 
them at the apiary before taking them home at the end of the season. 
 
I’m very much looking forward to the new season and I’m trying the new methods of man-
agement and Queen Rearing that I’ve picked up on courses and seminars that I’ve at-
tended over the last year. I look forward to sharing my experience, the good the bad and 
the ugly, in future newsletters. 
 
I hope everyone has a great season. 
 
Kevin Thorn  
Chair, West Suffolk Beekeepers 
 
 

Recent Meeting Reports 
 
Thursday 10th January 
Our speaker was Stewart Spinks of Norfolk Honey Company who talked to the title ‘Bee-
keeping, Short and Sweet’` 
He is an ex-seasonal Beekeeping Inspector who had to give up due to a prolapsed disc, 
when he went into bee farming and giving online advice to beekeepers. He has an amaz-
ing range of videos on U Tube and gives tips and plans for the year worldwide. He has 
placed one video on the web which is worthy watching - a hive with chronic BPV, with 
bees shaking all across the hive. He regaled us with many stories of his experiences using 
Commercial and Langstroth hives and more recently a Top Bar Hive. He emphasized the 
importance of keeping of good records, timing of major changes, increasing stock and re-
placing queens, which he rears himself in order to maximise honey production. 
 
Thursday 14th February 2019 
The AGM was held and the Philip Draycott presided over the election of Officers and Com-
mittee members. He said that he would carry on as President for 2019 but felt that some-
one else should be given the opportunity to take over in 2020, so this would be his final 
year. The new Committee is as above and we are very happy that Zac Blackmore agreed 
to stand again and look forward to his valuable input. He has been sorely missed during 
his recent illness. The AGM was followed by a presentation on our colony survey details. 
 
 

 
 



 

 

West Suffolk Colony Survey 
 

Gordon Chapman-Hatchett presented data that he had prepared from returns from mem-
bers for the 2017/2018 season. He was pleased that over 20% had responded, much bet-
ter than in recent years. However, in my opinion this is still an extremely low turnout and 
we are not giving enough support to him for all the work that he is doing. I will remind the 
membership next year, although I must admit that I am one of the guilty ones and will, I 
promise, lead the way. This is Gordon’s summary of the data. 
 
The Year  
It was a mild autumn and January wasn’t too cold. Indeed, on odd warm days our bees 
were flying. February started cold, was warm in the middle and then at the end there was a 
very cold snap with snow which ran into the start of March. From then on it was windy and 
dry and at times cold through until May, which seemed to inhibit the production of nectar in 
the trees, crops and hedgerows. Then it got hot and dry with the drought finally breaking 
with us at the end of August. 
 
The Survey 
We have done much better than last year. We have had returns from 32 members which is 
over 20% of the 156 members we have at present.  
 
Swarms 
There were very few swarms this year: only seventeen of you reported them and they 
were concentrated around the end of May, with the last being in September. 
 
Colonies 
On the survey results we started this year with 334 colonies, lost 41, which is around 12%, 
a great improvement on last year’s figure of 16% and gained 58 to finish with 361, an over-
all increase of 7%.  
 
Yield 
The average yield per colony was down by a few pounds this year but we still managed to 
produce an average of 48lbs per colony, giving a total weight produced by the beekeepers 
who completed the survey of 17170lb. However, separating the large and small beekeep-
ers - those of us with 10 or fewer colonies produced 30lb/colony and the larger beekeep-
ers produced 55lb/colony. - See discussion below 
 
Hive Types 
The total number of each hive type in the survey are as follows: 
 
Nationals        146 
Commercials  152 
14 x 12             40 
WBC                 11 
 
Where it was possible to isolate the yield from each hive type it was as follows: 
 
Nationals             70   Yield    35lb each 
Commercials       66               38lb 
WBC                      9               30lb 
 



 

 

 
 
Treatments 
 
Autumn 2017  
MAQS                      2 
ApilifeVar                 2 
Generic ‘Thymol’    10 
Apiguard                  7 
Oxalic                      1 
Apistan                    1 
Thymovar                2 
None                        7 
 
Winter Oxalic           6 
Varomed                  2 
Apibioxal                  3 
None                      21 
 
There were no significant differences between treated and untreated colonies in terms of 
both survival and yield. This should not be taken as a recommendation not to treat!! 
 
In the discussion that followed the difference in yield between the larger and small bee-
keepers was raised and the following suggestions were made: 
The large beekeepers’ inspections were less frequent and faster resulting in less disturb-
ance to the bees. The honey extraction techniques were better. Less honey was left with 
the bees in the Autumn and more feed given. Larger beekeepers can choose the best api-
ary sites and can follow the crops. 
 
Regarding the high temperature, it was observed by many that the bees stayed in the 
hives during the hottest part of the day - presumably keeping it cool and hence not forag-
ing. It was stressed that water should be provided near each colony. 
 
It was also reported that the orientation of the hives has very little impact on the yield. Mike 
Graystone has one apiary where the hives face north-east. 
 
It was suggested that we add a question about soil type to the survey in an attempt to dis-
cover if this has a bearing on the yields. 
 
Helen Taylor recommended that we all submit samples to the National Honey Survey to 
discover where our bees are foraging.  
 
 
Future Meetings 
Our next meeting is on WEDNESDAY March 13th at Hawstead Village Hall, doubling up 
as the Suffolk BKA Annual General Meeting. The speaker will be the excellent Celia Davis, 
on 'Silent Messenger' pheremones in the honey bee colony.  
 
The April meeting is on Thursday 11th and the speaker is Hamish Symingon of Cambridge 
University on The Science of Pollination.  
 

 



 

 

Apiary Dates 2019 
 
Apiary Meetings at Nowton Park commence on Sunday 12th May 14:00 – 16:00 and there-
after every two weeks throughout the season until September 2nd. Telephone Mike Gray-
stone if you have queries and/or consult the WSBKA website. 

 
Offered Articles 

 
As we are now coming into Spring and WSBKA members who collect swarms will be pre-
paring for the new season I thought that the following article by Giles Youngs may be of 
interest. Thanks to the Editor of Drinkstone PC Magazine for permission to publish it. An-
other article by Giles on hive ventilation follows Ed. 
 

 
Bees in your bird-box? 

 
It is early May and the phone rings: “Hello, is that the beekeeper? I have a swarm of bees 
in my bird-box”!  
I am on the swarm collector’s register organised by Suffolk Beekeepers Association and 
several years’ experience has honed my response - first of all are they honey bees? 
My rule of thumb:   
1. Heavily-banded yellow and black, invading your personal space = wasps 
2. Lightly-banded light and dark brown = honey bees 
3. Rotund and furry - almost cuddly - and various colours = bumble bees 
 
Most beekeepers on the swarm register find that the commonest call concerns the ‘Tree 
Bumblebee’ Bombus hypnorum’. A cloud of about twenty bees are seen ‘dancing’ in an 
aggressive fashion at the entrance to a bird-box or a gap behind a soffit board or roof tile. 
Householders and passers-by can be justifiably alarmed! 
 
Bombus hypnorum is a newcomer! It was first reported in Wiltshire in 2001 and has spread 
rapidly northward to reach Scotland. Like all bumblebees it can be identified by the colour-
banding of its fur: its thorax is reddish-brown, its abdomen black, and its bum noticeably 
white - although the dancing bees seen from several yards away usually appear to be 
black. 
 
Back to the phone call: don’t panic! The maniacally dancing bees are drones and drones 
can’t sting! Only if the bird-box is jolted may the females issue forth and sting - but their 
stings are not barbed - unlike the honey bee which leaves its sting in your flesh with at-
tached poison sac and pumps poison for several seconds. 
 
What to do? Best of all nothing! The colony of bees will cease to exist within a month or 
two of you seeing the dance of the drones. A lone over-wintered queen will have started 
the colony a few weeks before. By the time you see the dancing drones the colony is well 
established. The drones are facing the bird-box entrance waiting for virgin queens to 
emerge. Paired bees fall to the ground where they can remain in a nuptial embrace for a 
considerable time. Nature’s task for that year is complete and the colony will dwindle to 
nothing. The mated queens duly hibernate individually and restart the cycle the following 
spring. The bird-box or space behind the soffit board is usually not used again. 
 



 

 

What of Drinkstone? My most interesting call for advice concerned a bird-box with dancing 
drones on an apple tree in the middle of the garden. A family garden party was scheduled 
for the next day! This is what we did: after dark when the bees had all returned home we 
bunged the entrance hole with sponge. We removed the box and put it in the shade at the 
back of the garden. In the evening after the party we returned the box to the tree and re-
moved the bung. The dance of the drones resumed! 
 
In summary, if you avoid vibrating the nest or standing immediately in front of its entrance 
you will have no trouble and the bees will disappear within a few weeks. 
 
          Giles Youngs 
 
NB 
I have seen Tree Bees at the Suffolk Wildlife Trust Lackford Lakes Reserve behaving in 
exactly the same way in Swift nest boxes, very high up at the top of the building.  
Here’s another one by Giles. I must thank him for his flow of interesting articles. We would 
all be poorer without them and I would have to write more myself!!! Ed. 
 
 

Hive ventilation: the great matchsticks controversy 
 
“I always put four matchsticks diagonally across each corner under the crown board to 
help create a ‘chimney effect’ for the air to circulate in the hive, therefore reducing the 
chances of condensation accumulating”. So wrote Gareth Morgan in ‘February in the Api-
ary’, BBKA News, 2019. 
News of this was posted on https://beekeepingforum.co.uk/showthread.php?t=43711 . It 
was greeted by predictable howls of derision from all the responders! 
 
In Cheshire for the first 25 years of my beekeeping I used solid wooden floors, a crown 

board with two feeding holes and a roof 
with two ventilators but no insulation. On 
moving to Suffolk 18 years ago I was intro-
duced to open mesh floors (OMF) by our 
WSBKA secretary, the late Terry Bird. I 
continued with top ventilation as before. 
About seven years ago I discovered the fo-
rum mentioned above. 
 
The forum has a dogma preached by a 
handful of beekeeping physicists and me-
chanical engineers. Top ventilation, partic-
ularly in winter, is harmful and unneces-

sary especially with OMFs. In winter top ventilation results in a cold crown board upon 
which water condenses and which may drip on to the bees. Instead we should use a 
50mm foil-backed insulation board under the roof and above a crown board without holes. 
Thus warm air, which can accommodate more water vapour than cold air, collects at the 
top of the hive without condensation. Any water vapour which condenses on the colder 
walls of the hive does not harm the winter cluster. Bees tell us that they don’t need top 
ventilation - they will propolise any mesh covering the feeder holes. 
 



 

 

Should we insert varroa boards under the OMF in winter to reduce draughts? Opinion 
seems to be divided. What if your hives have solid floors? The bee farmer/breeder proprie-
tor of a large outfit on Exmoor uses top insulation without ventilation and a fully open hive 
entrance. How about top ventilation in summer? The forum pundits keep the insulation 
board in place all the year round.  
 
The forum mantra seems to be supported by the fact that most makes of poly-hive have 
thick roofs without top ventilation. The analogy is a hollow tree occupied by a wild colony 
of bees. Dave Cushman’s site summarises the arguments well http://www.dave-cush-
man.net/bee/ventilation.html Of course others disagree - In the USA, Rusty Burlew on her 
website advises top ventilation above a layer of wood chips, which absorb the moisture 
https://honeybeesuite.com/how-to-make-a-moisture-quilt-for-a-langstroth-hive/ . The phys-
ics is horribly complex https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsif.2018.0561 . 
 
As for me? I have sold my shares in Bryant & May! 
 
I recommend beekeepingforum.co.uk as a place to learn others’ views but mention match-
sticks at your peril - you will be subjected to life-long sarcasm and ridicule. 
 
Giles Youngs, Drinkstone. 
 
 

News from Bees Abroad - February 2019 
 
We hope you enjoy these snippets of news from Bees Abroad:  
 
Bees Abroad Wins 1st,2nd and 3rd prizes at National Honey Show   
 
Once we knew the National Honey Show was to have a new class for charities working 
with beekeepers we realised we should showcase the gorgeous honey produced by bee-
keepers from our projects. The winning entry was 
from Liberia, where we partnered with the Univer-
sal Outreach Foundation which trains communities 
as beekeepers "so more Liberians can have the 
dignity that comes with being able to provide for 
their families' needs." The 2nd prize was awarded 
to our entry from Kenya. This UK Government 
funded project given an A+ evaluation by the UK 
assessors benefits over 1200 households. Third 
prize was won by the entry from our local project 
delivery partner in Western Uganda the Liberty De-
velopment Foundation.  
 
Take Your Honey to Hospital ….and the doctor 
at the Bwindi Community Hospital in Uganda told 
me ‘Bring your honey when you come’.  Why I 
asked?...... Wounds exude a substance which is 
colonized or infected with bacteria. The anti-inflam-
matory action of honey reduces oedema (swelling) 
It also reduces pain, as the pain in wounds results 



 

 

from the nerve endings being sensitized in the process of inflammation, as well from the 
pressure on tissues resulting from oedema. Due to its high sugar content, honey also pre-
vents pain during dressing changes as it keeps the wound surface moist by mobilizing the 
oedema from the surrounding tissues. 
 
Lest we forget. 11 November 2018...one hundred years and 
still the world struggles with war and conflict. Meet Emmanuel, 
chair of one of our Brong Ahafo project groups in Ghana, 
proudly wearing his Ghana veteran’s shirt as an apiary was 
checked during our visit. He served in the British armed forces 
as a Warrant Officer…...and learned his beekeeping skills 
while stationed in Lebanon. 
 
 

 
Our BeeWraps made from beautiful African cotton prints are 
made at Upendo wa Mama (which means “Mother’s Love”). It 
began as a support group for women who have albinism* or 
have children with albinism. Life for many mothers in Tanzania 
who have birthed children with albinism is often one of fear and 
rejection. Often rejected by husbands and/or by their family or 
village, many will struggle to provide for themselves and their 
children and have lived in fear for the lives of their children. Sev-
eral have had attempted attacks on their lives or their children. 
They have been discriminated against because of their children, 
whom they love with a fiercely protective passion. Please sup-

port us and them by buying their BeeWraps from our on-line shop at beesabroad.org.uk 
 
*Albinism is a congenital disorder characterized by the complete or partial absence of pig-
ment in the skin, hair and eyes Ed. 
 
 

News of the Suffolk Honey Show 
It may only be mid-February but planning for The Honey Show in May has already started.  
Why are we contacting you this early? At last year’s show for the first time on our sales 
table we sold Beeswax Food Wraps and they proved very popular for people looking for 
an alternative to clingfilm. This led to us thinking that there might be other Suffolk bee-
keepers who would like to try their hand at making some wraps which the Association 
could then offer for sale on their behalf on the sales table.  
By asking early we hope this will give time for Suffolk Association members to perfect the 
method in the hope that they will then provide some for the association to sell at the Honey 
Show. There are many resources online giving instructions – for example https://moral-
fibres.co.uk/beeswax-food-wrap-diy/  
Note the wax needs to be in fairly small pieces – a cheese grater does this well.  
If you would be willing to provide the sales table with some wraps this year please contact 
Mike Shave at the email address below as soon as possible, preferably by the end of 



 

 

March, so hopefully, we don’t have to look outside our membership in order to have Bees-
wax Wraps available to our visitors.  
Thanking you in anticipation  
Mike Shave  
Honey Show Sales Table Organiser email: mikefshave@gmail.com  
 
 

Bee Suit Supplies 
 
Carol has just received leaflets from a company in Somerset. For details contact: 
07805249487. Their competitive prices include full white suits from £52, smocks 
from £36 and veils/vests from £25. Delivery is free. thebeeshop.co.uk 
 
 


