
 

October 
2021 WHATSTHEBUZZ 

Hello to October, to the tenth month called the eighth, and to you all

Does the beekeeping season begin with the end of the 

last season or at the start of the next season? There 

could be several months of difference!  

The season is short, and if it goes too fast for you, you 

can console yourself that you’ll be more ready next 

year. But when does next year actually start? 

It can be useful to think that it has already started. 

Inside the hive, the number of bees who will become 

winter bees is increasing. Winter bees are those that 

retain their youthful biology as nurse bees for several 

months.  

It is partly up to beekeepers to ensure that the colony 

has the best chance to produce a good-sized 

population of healthy winter bees, with adequate 

feeding and disease control. It is the winter bees who 

will get the colony through the cold season, and 

provide the numbers and resources for the colony to 

build up well in spring.  

It will soon be time to remove amitraz strips – mid-

August was about six weeks ago. Leaving strips in over 

winter is one beekeeper action (or lack of action) which 

helps mites build up resistance to a treatment. Other 

jobs will include removing any supers that were left for 

‘late bonuses’ (see the Chair’s chat), and ensuing you 

have woodpecker and mouse protection. And perhaps 

you have not yet finalised your decisions about which 

colonies to unite over winter. It’s important to check 

the health of the brood and the bees first.  

Because we take honey from hives, bees have to be fed 

in autumn. It’s a big and sometimes emotive subject 

that gets an article to itself in this issue. 

Inside the hive, the bees will start to form a cluster 

when the temperature drops, and they will rear less 

brood.  

Their stores will get them through till the flowers 

return in spring, but they will emerge on sunny days to 

forage for water and defecate. 

But before that, there’s the ivy, and Michaelmas daisy, 

and, for a little longer, lots of other flowers. 

 

In this issue 
From our chair 2 

MBKA Calendar 3 

Varroa – as much a pest as ever? 3 

A new series of MBKA Winter Talks 4 

MBKA Honey Show 2021 5 

Words 6 

Where America goes… 6 

MBKA news and events 6 

Getting to know you: this month, Sheila Stunell 8 

MBKA apiaries 9 

Autumn feeding 11 

The Beekeeper’s Checklist 1: a pot-luck series on 

almost any beekeeping topic 12 

‘Beekeepers are selfish and greedy’ 13 

Last month’s WTB 14 

The Beekeeper’s Checklist 2: a pot-luck series on 

almost any beekeeping topic 15 

Book review 15 

Handy Hints 16 

Trivia 16 

Comments 16 

Contact details 17 



2 

From our Chair 
John Chapman, our Chair, speaks to the members each 

month, sometimes about the Association, sometimes 

about the bees. Today he talks about one aspect of our 

public relations, and also what he calls ‘late bonuses’. 

WHATSTHEBUZZ John, there are many ways in which 

beekeepers have to keep the public on their side. 

What’s on your mind? 

John Chapman It’s really a spin off from our Honey 

Show. We did a lot of talking to the public that 

weekend. It seems that if you are a beekeeper, you’re 

expected to be an expert, and also to be able to answer 

questions on any flying insects – though if you’re lucky, 

you’ll only be asked about bumblebees. But it’s a very 

short step from them to solitary bees.  

WTB Have you found a good source of info? 

JC There are many, of course, but I recommend the 

Bees, Ants and Wasps Recording Society (BWARS) 

website. It has extremely good information and 

downloadable information sheets about every bee, ant 

or wasp which has been recorded in this country. 

WTB Ah, a way to prolong the illusion of omniscience! 

JC One of the things about beekeeping is that people 

assume that you have got a vast amount of knowledge. 

It’s quite good to have somewhere you can go to for 

reliable information. 

WTB Have you seen any interesting insects recently? 

JC There is one bee which emerges at this time of year 

with a lovely name called the Ivy mining bee. It has 

become quite populous since it arrived about 20 years 

ago. And of course, the reason it’s called the ivy bee is 

that it emerges when the ivy is in flower – as well as ivy 

being its main food source. 

WTB There was 

something else on 

your mind? 

JC Yes, what I call 

‘late bonuses’ in the 

beekeeping season. 

This is where a 

flower emerges at this particular time and you can get 

an extra crop from it. Obviously there are plants like 

Michaelmas daisy, ivy, and Himalayan balsam which 

has a very extended flowering season – as well as being 

very invasive. 

But the one I’ve noticed is Phacelia tanacetifolia. One 

or our sites is beside a field which has been planted 

with this to use as a ‘green manure’. (This month’s new 

word! Thanks John.) A green manure is a crop which is 

grown not for harvest, but to plough or rotate back 

into the soil as a soil improver.  

 

WTB And your bees are making the most of it? 

JC They are full on. We hope that we’re going to get it 

nice crop from it. I did actually look up Phacelia honey. 

It’s said to have ‘a lemony and subtle taste’. So we’ll 

wait and see, and if I get some I’ll keep some over to 

let others try it.  

Phacelia planted as green manure. 

https://www.bwars.com/
https://www.bwars.com/
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MBKA Calendar 

The results are in from the calendar competition that 

ran alongside the photography class in this year’s 

Honey Show and the 2022 MBKA calendar has been 

created! It may be early to be thinking about next year 

but it is less than 100 days till Christmas and at £9.50 

the calendar will make an excellent gift! It’s an A3 

portrait calendar (half a page for the photo, half the 

dates). It includes 12 stunning images from the 

photography class submissions. If you wish to purchase 

a calendar please transfer your money to the account 

below and email me 

(sonia.belsey@medwaybeekeepers.co.uk) to confirm 

the amount you are ordering. To keep costs down I will 

be hand delivering when I get them printed so let me 

know the address you would like them delivered to; for 

those of you further afield postage can be arranged. 

There is a strict deadline of 31 October to send orders 

with payment. There may be an opportunity for a 

second print run but costs may go up! 

My payment details: 

• Miss S L Belsey 

• Account number: 00380126 

• Sort Code: 11-13-52 

 
For those that may not be technology friendly, I’m 

happy for cheques to be sent to my address: Please 

contact me or WHATSTHEBUZZ for the address. 

Sonia Belsey 

Varroa – as much a pest as ever? 
Have you heard people saying that they have been able 

to reduce the frequency of chemical varroa treatments 

for their colonies?  

This year, all of the many colonies I’ve been managing 

have had very low counts; that is very low to non-

existent daily mite drops (DMDs) on the monitoring 

board. Others have found the same. If I was happy to 

rely on the DMD figures, then I probably didn’t need to 

treat.  

But I wasn’t, so I did.  
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My thinking was that August is the time when mite 

levels can rise rapidly. Although I had low counts in 

early August, the indications were that many colonies 

would be raising brood for some time yet and that mite 

levels would continue to rise.  

The other consideration is that I want the oxalic acid 

treatment in Nov-Dec to be as effective as possible so 

that I won’t have to treat again till the following August 

(unless the colony is very unlucky). Hopefully the oxalic 

acid treatment will kill c. 90% of the mites. To put real 

figures on that, if there are 100 mites in the hive at the 

time of treating, that number should be reduced to 10. 

but if there are 1,000 when I administer the oxalic acid, 

a 90% kill will still leave me 100 mites.  

In fact, my DMD’s AFTER treating showed (for most 

colonies) significant, but not huge, varroa populations. 

Prof David Evans has written more than anyone this 

year on the need to treat for varroa around mid-

August. This is not really surprising as his research 

team has a principal focus on deformed wing virus 

(DWV) in honey bees. DWV is the main cause of colony 

collapse following a serious varroa infestation. His 

recent posts Rational Varroa Control and Irrational 

Varroa Control have garnered much attention. As you 

would expect, when a bee-scientist has a lot to say, he 

runs out of space in his post or article. So it is often in 

the Q&As, or his replies to blog post comments, that 

we hear practical advice on how to apply the science 

here and now. Here are some excerpts from David’s 

replies to comments on his posts. 

On low counts this season: ‘Mites have been low this 

season with us as well. We (or rather the guys in the 

lab) harvested hundreds of drone pupae for 

experiments and only very rarely found mites. Drone 

infestation rates would be a fraction of a fraction of a 

percent. I suspect this was because the spring was cold 

and long, delaying the onset of colony expansion and 

therefore holding back the mite population. 

On DMDs on monitoring boards: ‘Remember that a 

Varroa tray is a relatively poor way to monitor mite 

numbers. Did the mites fall down and crawl away? 

Were they eaten by visiting ants? Or blown away in the 

wind? Perhaps the colony is busily rearing brood, so 

mites have to spend a minimal period ‘surfing’ around 

on the colony until they find a pupa to infest (so are 

less likely to have been dropped)? I’d try uncapping 

some drone brood and see if there are any mites 

present. Alternatively, do an alcohol wash (or sugar 

dusting) on a cup full of bees which is a lot more 

representative than natural mite fall.’ 

Don’t just look at the numbers: ‘You can have 

relatively low mite counts in late May, a prolonged 

June gap, a significant rise in mite counts (because 

there’s no brood) and feel that treatment is urgently 

required … in practice, there are no more mites in the 

hive than there were in late May as the mites have had 

nowhere to reproduce, it just looks as though there 

are.’ 

For many beekeepers and bee scientists, low mite 

counts are NOT a reason to skip the August (or late 

summer) varroa treatment. 

A new series of MBKA Winter Talks 
After our popular series last winter, the Association is 

planning a new series of talks. These will take place in a 

hall and on Zoom, turn about. The series includes a 

return visit by Richard Rickitt, co-editor of BeeCraft. 

You may remember his very popular talk last year with 

a tour round places of honey bee and beekeeping 

significance in the UK: From Buckfast to Buckingham 

Palace. This time, in similar vein, his talk is a sequel: 

From Rolls-Royce to Rajasthan.  

Last year’s series covered a wide range of topics, and 

we hope that this year everyone will be intrigued by at 

least some of the talks. Sarah Wyndham Lewis, the 

honey sommelier, will talk on Honey in its many 

complexions and my work as a Honey Sommelier with 

chefs, bartenders and honey producers all over the 

world. This session will include a honey tasting. 

Murray McGregor, a bee farmer in the Scottish 

Highlands with around 4,000 hives, will visit in person, 

give a talk, and answer questions. Not surprisingly, 

Murray is hugely authoritative on bees, and we are 

delighted that he is able to visit us. 

‘Our’ Bob Smith will give a talk, Botany and Bees. Bob 

has studied the relations of flowers and bees for 

decades. This talk will explore some of the important 

families of flowers for bees, whether they be weeds, in 

herbaceous borders or exist as shrubs and trees. The 

https://www.theapiarist.org/the-day-job/
https://evanslab.org.uk/the-group/
https://evanslab.org.uk/the-group/
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overall aim is for a beekeeper to assess the suitability 

of a possible apiary site, before putting in a colony of 

honey bees. 

And there are more! The first talk will be at the hall  

and will be given by David Rudland. His talk promises to 

be very entertaining, and informative. It is called The 

Inspector Calls: A light hearted but informative look at 

nine years of experience as a Seasonal Bee Inspector in 

the South East.  

MBKA Honey Show 2021 

It was great to be able to hold a honey show this year 

and despite a difficult year for beekeeping, due to the 

strange weather, entries were at the same level as in 

2019. 

Thank you to everyone who took the time and trouble 

to prepare entries and get them in on time. 

We received a warm welcome from the staff at Elm 

Court Garden centre and they cleared a large area for 

us to set up the show, sales area, demonstration hive 

and a display of plants for bees. The Friday afternoon 

crew efficiently transported all the equipment needed 

to stage the show and made short work of setting up 

tables, display boards etc so that everything was ready 

for Saturday morning. 

Bob Smith from Sidcup BKA was our judge. Many 

people will know Bob from the Kent County Show 

where he organises the stewards, and the National 

Honey show where he is one of the floor managers (as 

well as finding time to enter exhibits!) Sonia Belsey was 

Judge’s Steward and made sure all the results were 

recorded. Details of the results and show awards are 

on the website. 

Congratulations to Melvyn Belsey who won the novice 

cup following in his daughter, Sonia’s footsteps. 

The calendar competition running alongside class 21 

ensured a large entry of superb photographs and Chris 

Farrell and Elaine Laight battled it out for first place 

with Elaine taking the trophy by a small margin.  

Chris Hayes is an exhibitor to watch. He entered three 

classes, being awarded 2 second places and a first for 

some lovely chunk honey in class 5. 

The garden centre was busy over the weekend thanks 

in part to the publicity put out by Elm Court on our 

behalf to its loyalty card holders. Many people came to 
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chat about plants for their gardens and to have look in 

the demonstration hive and to buy honey, candles etc. 

The weekend gives a great chance to talk to lots of 

people and gently educate them about bees and 

honey. It’s also great fun. Over the two days, sales of 

honey and hive products totalled £469.50p. 

Lastly, thank you to those people who volunteered to 

‘man’ the sales table, chat to visitors and, last but not 

least, take the show down on Sunday afternoon. 

Sue Chapman 

Words 
Probably beekeepers are the only people nowadays 

who need a context to understand the word ‘drone’. 

Unmanned aircraft are everywhere now, and exist in 

versions as small as toys, to deadly military aircraft 

costing millions. They have been around for a long 

time. In World War 2, unmanned aerial vehicles were 

used to give pilots something for target practice. By 

1946, the name ‘drone’ had been attached to them. 

There were too many similarities to ignore. Honey bee 

drones are large, exist for a sole purpose, and do 

nothing for themselves. They fly to specific areas in the 

air (‘drone congregation areas’) and wait for queens to 

arrive. They will then try to catch the queen, mate with 

her – and die.  

No doubt the sound of the first unmanned aerial 

vehicles was reminiscent of a bee too. 

Archie McLellan 

Where America goes… 
Where America goes, do we follow? 

The USDA (US Dept of Agriculture) has announced that 

oxalic acid can be used when honey supers are on the 

hive. The reasons are that oxalic acid is found naturally 

in many foods (including honey), and the quantities 

introduced by using OA to treat for mites in honey bee 

colonies are not likely to be harmful when consumed in 

food.  

The change to the law requires that protective clothing 

be used, including a respirator and 15-mil gloves. (A mil 

is a thousandth of an inch. Even so, that’s quite thick.) 

A respirator is required for both dribbling (!) and 

vaporisation.  

The only OA product licensed in the states is ApiBioxal 

and the package and label must be in possession of the 

person administering the treatment.  

Commenting on this in the Oct 2021 issue of the 

American Bee journal, Randy Oliver regretted that the 

registration of readily-available 99.6% oxalic acid 

dihydrate, with a revised label, seems as far away as 

ever. ‘I know that unless this happens, that lots of 

beekeepers will remain “pesticide scofflaws” and use 

inexpensive off-the-shelf oxalic acid illegally. This will 

only continue a sad situation, frustrating to 

beekeepers, the EPA, and the State Lead Agencies 

tasked with enforcing pesticide application 

compliance.’ 

At the moment, the cost of registering a product, in the 

UK and elsewhere, is an impossible barrier to 

overcome, and so it is unlikely that 99.6% oxalic acid 

dihydrate will become a legal treatment for varroa. In 

Scotland, a group has been set up to look at this 

problem.  

 

MBKA news and events 

Module 6 study group 
For winter study this year, a group of us will be looking 

at Honey Bee Behaviour – Module 6. If you have an 

interest in this topic, do please join us. We plan to 

study as a self-directed, online (Zoom) group, 

borrowing some of the format from the original MBKA 

winter programme and some from the very successful 

online Queen Rearing group that we ran in the spring. 

We think that having ten online meetings, two weeks 

apart, lasting about 2 hours each, will work. These 

https://www.bbka.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=2d799bd1-eb9e-4401-9048-48f65ec155c6
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sessions will run on a midweek evening from October 

to early March. They will not be taught sessions but 

there will be a structure! We will work through the 

syllabus, and everyone participating will have 

opportunities to contribute and present topics. At the 

end of the sessions, those wanting to sit the BBKA 

exam should be ready to do so, but this is not a 

requirement. There will be no charge for this study 

group. 

If you are interested in learning more about Honey Bee 

Behaviour, and would like to be part of this group, 

please get in touch with me by email 

(jen_ferry@hotmail.com) or call me on 07990 581858. 

Jen Ferry 

National Honey Show 
The NHS takes place in Esher, Surrey on Thursday, 

Friday, Saturday, 21-23 October 2021. 

You can become a member of the National Honey 

Show for £19 pa. (Go to the bottom of the page, past 

the ‘download form and pay by cheque’ option to the 

online application.) 

It really is good value for money. For instance, free 

admission to the show at all times, free admission to 

the convention lectures, no registration fee or entry 

fees for exhibiting, and much more.  

Entries for competitive classes must be submitted by 

6 October. 

Volunteers are needed to help run the show 

Bill Fisher, the Chief Steward writes:  

If you would like to volunteer this year, please let me 

know which days, mornings or afternoons you are 

available. 

We are also looking for helpers with the setup on 

Wednesday 20 October and closing down on the 

afternoon of Saturday 23 October. 

If you are planning to help and are not a member of 

the National Honey Show please send your address. 

We will post entry tickets to you. Bill Fisher 

Email: chiefsteward@honeyshow.co.uk 

Visit to Paul Newman’s apiary 
Last Saturday, 18 September, on a stunningly beautiful 

day, we had our first apiary visit for a very long time. 

Paul Newman invited us to Loddington Farm, Linton, 

where his friend James Smith is the 5th generation 

owner of this family-run fruit farm – and where Paul 

has some hives. 

James welcomed us to the farm and talked about his 

approach to food production using nature rather than 

chemicals, and how he was able to absorb some 

inevitable failures by diversifying the range of the 

farm’s activities. He talked about his focus on the soil; 

he sees ‘the farm as a natural system rather than a 

production unit where nature is managed.’ We were 

given a little tour of the fields including one, still 

flowering with a range of wild flowers, using the 

principle of ‘mob grazing’. For this, James uses sheep, 

corralled into small areas of the field in turn. 

After a tour of the fruit juice processing areas, James 

drove us in the minibus to the site of Paul’s hives. Kaya 

Joyce and her mum, Dawn, had brought suits and they 

joined Paul for inspections. We all gathered afterwards 

for a chat and drink at the café. 

https://www.honeyshow.co.uk/membership.php
https://www.honeyshow.co.uk/membership.php
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Among the eighteen people in the group that day were 

some who had previously been on Zoom calls only. It 

was good to meet Darren Prentice, George Zhelyazkov, 

and Chris Farrell in person for the first time. George 

has expanded his bees to six colonies, had a go at 

raising queens by grafting larvae, and built an effective 

mating nuc for four queens. Darren experienced 

something of the unmanageable range of answers to a 

simple question about varroa treatments, and Chris 

shared some unusual stories about her beekeeping, 

and her career!  

Where do we go from here? Visits to member’s 

apiaries can be limited by the lack of facilities such as 

toilets. Nevertheless, they do take place throughout 

the season in BKAs across the land. Sometimes they are 

called bee safaris.  

If you have any suggestions for events such as these for 

next season, please speak to someone in the 

committee – or write to WHATSTHEBUZZ!  

Times and dates 
25 September Clear-up day 5 at the Pavilion apiary 

30 September Closing date for the BBKA Module exams to be held on Saturday 13 November 

4 October Closing date for entries to the National Honey Show 

13 October First talk in MBKA Winter Series: David Rudland on The Inspector Calls: A light hearted but 
informative look at nine years of experience as a Seasonal Bee Inspector in the South East. 

21-23 October National Honey Show in Esher, Surrey. Entry forms due by 6 September or 4 October 

31 October Closing date for orders for MBKA calendar 

10 November Zoom talk in MBKA Winter Series. Bob Smith: Botany and Bees 

Getting to know you: this month, Sheila Stunell 
A series in which WHATSTHEBUZZ chats with MBKA 

members about beekeeping and life in general. This 

month, WHATSTHEBUZZ chats with Sheila Stunell 

I tend to laugh at the phrase which still sometimes 

precedes interviews with celebrities: ‘I caught up with 

John/Joan Important Person at a break in …’ Are we 

really expected to believe that they have no time for 

this publicity lark! 

However, it was a bit like that meeting Sheila on Zoom 

last week. She was in her daughter’s café, working, 

looking after the grandchildren. Sometimes the bustle 

and din were challenging! 

WTB You’re very busy these days, Sheila! 

Sheila Stunell Yes, my daughter opened the café right 

at the beginning of the summer holiday. We’ve had the 

children here and at my house week about.  

WTB Somehow, though, you’ve managed your own 

bees along with mentoring a number of new 

beekeepers. 

SS For two years, I’ve had beginners at my apiary. 

When I take a swarm, I keep it in my garden for two 

brood cycles. If it’s healthy, I then take it to my apiary. I 

gave one to a new 

beekeeper I was working 

with. Unfortunately, it died 

out in winter – nosema. I 

split another colony so she 

had a colony to start the 

second year with. She now 

has two colonies of bees 

and she has taken them 

home. She has passed her 

Basic exam with credit. She will still call me if she needs 

a visit. That’s how I work as a mentor. 

WTB Where do you keep your bees? 

Unfortunately a couple of weeks ago I was asked to 

move my apiary which was in a paddock at All Hallows. 

I was lucky to get a new site quickly. I spoke to one of 

our local farmers and he has found me a site that’s 

actually walking distance from my home.  

WTB How many colonies do you have? 

SS I’ve got nine. There’s another four there belonging 

to one of this year’s Introduction to Beekeeping group. 

WTB Well, let’s talk about YOU now. How did you get 

started and how long ago was this? 
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Well, about 40 years ago, the minister at our church 

whose father had been a beekeeper put a hive in my 

garden and periodically came around and inspected 

the colony. I leaned over his shoulder and he pointed a 

few things out. This was pre-varroa. The smoker was 

made from a couple of baked beans tins, I had leather 

gloves which wouldn’t bend, and a suit that was like a 

hazmat suit with a hole in the top – so I had to wear a 

hat. 

When I started work, we moved to an area where 

there was oilseed rape, and I thought I wouldn’t be 

able to cope. Now, this was before the internet or 

anything, and getting in touch with an association in 

those days was so difficult. I felt very isolated, so when 

the bees died out, I let them go. 

WTB But not forever! 

SS No. When I was made redundant from my job as a 

school administrator, I decided to use my redundancy 

money to set myself up properly. That was 12 years 

ago. The support of the association is something I 

wouldn’t do without. I don’t know how anybody 

manages without that backup. 

WTB You’re very active in our association. 

SS I’m proud of the fact that we enrol people to our 

Introduction to Beekeeping courses by direct contact 

with the association by email. So, when, when they 

enrol they get a personalised email, and a phone 

number. Help is always just a phonecall away. 

Our Introduction to Beekeeping course is second to 

none. It works, even online. But on Zoom, we missed 

face-to-face chats where we could pick up when things 

had been misunderstood. That’s not a criticism of our 

course at all. 

It’s during the practical side of learning the craft that 

we help to fill in the gaps in what the course 

participants have picked up in the theory sessions. 

WTB Do you think that the craft of beekeeping is 

knowing when to intervene? 

SS Well, through the summer we had weekly 

inspections. We’ve had to do swarm control. I always 

advise learning one method thoroughly and stick to 

that till you get used to it and see how it works for you.  

WTB Can you trust the bees to get things right? 

SS Absolutely. The bees have been doing this for over 

the 25 million years and they know what they’re doing. 

They want to survive. I think Bob Smith is a great man 

and very respectful. Bob is always telling us, ‘Read the 

bees.’  

WTB But sometimes the bees really seem to be very 

unwise! Swarming endlessly with unviable casts, late 

supersedure when there’s no drones, filling all the 

brood space with nectar… 

SS Yes, and it’s sad seeing a queen with nowhere to lay. 

Making sure they have enough room is part of a basic 

inspection. It’s important that people look and see 

what’s going on. Are the bees angry? If so, why? 

Sometimes we have to give the bees more time and 

see what happens. So often we charge in with the 

solution and the bees are sitting there saying, ‘Really? 

We have this.’ 

My mantra is, if you’re not sure, put the lid on and walk 

away, because the bees will manage. 

When you’re not sure, take time to think about what 

the bees might be doing and whether you do need to 

intervene. 

WTB Do you have a favourite writer? 

SS Tom Seeley. I’ve read everything he’s ever written. 

He’s a very calm beekeeper. He said to me, So why do 

you keep bees? And I said, Because I love bees. And he 

said, So do I.  

Every time I get to the colony I see something different. 

I’m over-awed at what this super-organism is, and 

what they do.  

MBKA apiaries 

The Pavilion Apiary  
Mark Ballard writes: There have been three clearing up 

sessions at the Apiary.  

On 14 August the team comprised John C, Sheila and 

John and the three grandchildren, Sonia, Alison, 

Melvyn, Veronica, Paul N, Simon, Peter, Tony, Tim, 

Archie and me. 
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We made light work of the brambles and nettles and 

burned these with all the old wood. Most of the plastic 

waste was gathered and bagged up, to be taken to the 

tip. We still have a lot more general rubbish, plastic 

and metal to dispose of. 

Sonia tidied up the toilets and suggested that they be 

cleaned with a power washer. 

John, Veronica and Paul started clearing along the edge 

of the ditch in preparation for laying the weed 

suppressant fabric. The intention is to plant a hedge 

alongside the ditch to give the area for hives some 

protection. 

We finally managed to locate the stop valve for the 

water supply and we now have water for the Kitchen 

and Loos and an account with Business Stream has 

been set up for our water supply. 

Sheila excelled herself again in providing tea, coffee, 

bacon rolls and biscuits. I’m sure some members only 

come for the food! 

 

The second clear up day was on 28 August. Again the 

weather was kind to us and the sun came out on 

several occasions. 

Ten members turned up for work. Thank you John C, 

Sheila, John and the three grandchildren, Sonia, Alison 

and Melvyn, Paul, Simon, Tim and me. 

The area between the rear of the Pavilion and the first 

garage was cleared. A large water but (1,000 L) will be 

installed connected to the rain water downpipe. 

The 1m wide strip alongside the ditch was completed 

and weed killer will be sprayed before the weed 

suppressant is laid. We had to move the cricket pitch 

roller out of the way. If any member knows of a cricket 

club that needs a roller please contact Sonia or Mark! 

Most of the grass area where the hives will be located 

has been cut down. 

The dead brambles were used to start a bonfire and 

most of the nettles, brambles and grass was burnt. The 

wind was determined to blow the smoke wherever we 

worked or sat. I am sure our family members knew that 

we had been working near a fire when we got home! 

The damaged and dangerous door to the second 

garage was removed. This garage will eventually be 

demolished.

 

Thanks once again to Sheila for providing tea, coffee, 

bacon rolls and biscuits. 

The third session was on 11 September. We were a 

small work force this time: Sonia, Alison, Melvyn, Paul 

N and Simon W. 

Melvyn power-cleaned the ladies and gents loos. They 

both look immaculate and are fully functioning. 

The 1m strip alongside the ditch where we are going to 

plant bushes/trees is now clear of undergrowth and 

has been treated with a weed killer. It is now ready to 

lay the weed suppressant fabric – a job for our next 

session.  

I have now finished repairing all the frost damaged 

plumbing. 
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Four of the coat/kit stands/seats have been given to a 

local boxing club. Two were collected on Saturday and 

Paul transported the other two to the club early this 

week. 

The old carpet and carpet tiles have been removed 

from the ‘away-team changing room’. 

We will have another Pavilion clean-up day on 

25 September – weather permitting. We may be able 

to plant the willows that I have taken cuttings of. 

Mark Ballard, Apiary Manager 

Autumn feeding 
Honey bees do not hibernate, and so are able to begin 

foraging en masse as soon as flowers appear. This is 

their niche. From April till early June, they outcompete 

other pollinators. However, for the remainder of the 

year, they do well to break even. 1 

Most beekeepers hope to harvest a crop of honey from 

their bees. When they take the harvest, they feed 

sugar to compensate the bees and ensure their survival 

through winter. 

Although the bees might need emergency feeding at 

any time of the year, feeding in autumn is not an 

emergency, but a plan. 

It is not possible to feed sugar when honey supers are 

on a hive because the honey will be contaminated. It 

will no longer be ‘honey’ because it is not derived 

solely from the nectar the bees collected when 

foraging.  

But when the honey supers are removed – sometime 

from early August on – the colony is still rearing brood 

and there may be little honey in the brood box. 

Beekeepers usually start feeding sugar at this stage. 

Some will feed liquid syrup (4kg granulated sugar to 

2.5 L water), sometimes 5 litres at a time. Others will 

place a block of fondant on top of a queen excluder 

inside a deep eke or empty super. Depending on the 

quantity of honey in the brood box, they might give a 

whole 12.5kg block or slice it up to give smaller 

amounts. 

Remember Ted Hooper’s reasons to inspect a colony: 

make sure the bees have enough food till your next 

inspection. But also make sure they have enough room 

– to coexist in the hive, to raise brood, and to store 

honey and pollen. 

 
 

11 The Honey Bee, James and Carol Gould (1995) 
2 Not honey in the legal sense, but honey all the same 

It’s important to be aware of late nectar flows. Because 

they no longer have the room that the supers 

provided, the workers sometimes fill every available 

cell in the brood box with nectar or with liquid stores. 

This can happen, even when not feeding, if there is a 

nectar flow.  

It matters, because if the queen cannot find space to 

lay, the size of the winter population may be affected. 

It can be difficult to get the balance right. Why risk 

clogging up the brood box with liquid stores or nectar? 

Why not wait till the bees clearly need feeding, and 

start then? 

The answer is, the cold. That’s why you can’t wait. 

Some advise that autumn feeding should be completed 

by the end of September. When it gets colder, the bees 

cluster to keep warm. The best food for them is honey2 

in the frames. How does it get there? Because you’ve 

been feeding them syrup or fondant, (it doesn’t matter 

which) and they’ve been processing and storing this in 

the brood box, exactly as they do for honey. 

As the cold sets in, the bees become unable to process 

syrup and emergency winter feeding must be sugar, 

given as fondant. It has a similar sugar-to-water ratio as 

honey and it needs little processing. It’s what they bees 

need for energy, a fix of pure carbs.  

Just because you can feed fondant in winter, doesn’t 

mean you can’t feed it at other times of the year. Some 

beekeepers use fondant for all feeding, even helping a 

swarm to draw comb.  

You hear warnings of isolation starvation, where the 

bees were not able to move sufficiently far from the 

cluster to access frames of stores. David Evans3 

suggests this is unlikely to occur in a healthy colony. 

because it was made from sugar processed by the bees. 
3 The Apiarist 

https://www.theapiarist.org/the-day-job/
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‘Isolation starvation’, he says, ‘is a disease.’ Therefore, 

make sure your colonies are strong enough for winter, 

and unite weak colonies to strong ones, always 

checking first that you are not spreading disease. 

It is said that a colony needs around 20kg of honey 

stores to get through winter. With that figure in mind, 

placing a whole 12.5kg block of fondant (and later 

another half block!) in a hive doesn’t seem ridiculous. 

There may well be frames of honey left in spring. 

Better that way round than that the bees starve. The 

bees will need extra space to rear brood in spring, so 

these frames can be removed and replaced with drawn  

comb or foundation. These frames of stores are a 

useful resource for emergency feeding, or making up 

nucleus colonies, which might be your chosen method 

of swarm control. 

The 20kg of honey stores that a colony might need to 

feed itself and keep warm till the following spring is a 

lot of honey! It’s about one super plus half a brood 

box.  

Don’t underestimate the quantity of stores needed. 

No-one wants their bees to starve. It does happen, 

sometimes very rapidly and with little warning, 

sometimes in summer when you least expect it.  

 

The Beekeeper’s Checklist 1: a pot-luck series on 
almost any beekeeping topic 
Sometimes you don’t need to read an article. Glancing down a list of bullet points is all that’s needed to bring things 

back to mind. This month’s first topic:  

COMB – safe storage and protection from wax moth damage 
• drawn comb is a valuable resource and must be actively protected, otherwise it will be destroyed by wax moths 

• Greater and Lesser was moths can destroy stored comb rapidly  

• the larvae are also known as wax worms , much used as fishing bait or bird food (meal worms) 

• most treatment methods are also effective against chalk brood, and nosema, as well as wax moth at all stages, but 

not against AFB or EFB 

SIGNS 

• stored combs infested with wax moth can be destroyed and filled with a tough silky web; the comb becomes 

unusable as it disintegrates into a mass of webs and frass (faeces) 

• damage occurs mostly in boxes stored for winter but also during the season in weak colonies (eg by varroa 

transmitted disease) 

• strong colonies can cope with wax moth; sometimes they uncap cells which then have raised side walls around 

other sealed brood 

• larvae burrow through comb surrounding themselves with a silken tunnel to which both faeces and bits of wax 

become attached. 

• a single larva tunnelling through sealed brood is one cause of the condition known as bald brood 

• a straight line or small patch of developing brood that has no cappings indicates a tunnelling wax moth larva 

• wax moth larvae are often seen on comb in hives; the bees can deal with these if the population remains low 

METHODS FOR PROTECTING COMB 

• make a tower of boxes during or after treatment, depending which method is used 

• the top and bottom of the tower must be sealed with boards, and the edges taped securely  

1. Freezing 

• freezing for a couple of days is effective against moths and larvae 

• requires power so not suitable for outdoor locations 
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• freezing for 1-2 days kills eggs, larvae and adults 

• afterwards, seal in plastic bags or boxes, or tape up edges of boxes 

• freeze comb honey for food use for 1-2 days to destroy any trace of wax moth 

2. Biological spray treatment 

• Bacillus thuringiensis is a bacterium which is specific against Lepidoptera larvae 

• previously sold as Certan (B401), it is unavailable just now; alternatives include DiPel DF at a 1% concentration – 

though this may not be available in small quantities 

• the garden caterpillar spray called TOPBUXUS XenTari is also a suitable alternative (Bacillus thuringiensis aizawai) 

• spray both sides of the frames 

• dry thoroughly before storing as mould will grow 

3. Flaming 

• torch all boxes and boards paying particular attention to cracks and crevices 

• this is where eggs and larvae will be stashed away; spraying frames will have no effect on the boxes! 

• wax moths sometimes lay eggs in the external cracks of stacked supers 

4. Acetic acid fumigation  

• use 80% v/v glacial acetic acid which can be made from 100% acetic acid by diluting 1 part water with 4 parts acid 

• remove all brace comb for complete access of fumes 

• place pads in shallow dishes with 150ml acetic acid on top of frames of each stack of four boxes and cover top 

• seal all in with a wheelie bin bag 

• fumigate for a week, then remove pads, and vent for one week 

• precautions: acid vapour will burn skin, damage eyes, cause respiratory irritation, cause internal damage if 

inhaled, and ruin clothing; use outdoors and stand upwind 

• the acid is combustible and attacks metal and concrete; protect metal with grease and cover concrete with plastic 

or a board 

• label clearly, store carefully, date, and use by date 

MONITORING BOARDS BELOW OPEN MESH FLOORS 

• if monitoring boards are left in place for long periods under open mesh floors, remember that the bees do not 

have access to clean these; they should be removed and cleaned regularly to avoid debris building up, which will 

attract ants, moths etc 

HYGIENE 

• don’t leave old comb, wax, slumgum etc lying around 

• destroy infested combs 

• keep strong colonies 

 

‘Beekeepers are selfish and greedy’ 
Have you heard beekeepers described as selfish and 

greedy? As if there weren’t enough ethical issues in the 

world of beekeeping, for some people, if you feed 

sugar to bees in autumn, basically you are a bad 

person. 

On the one hand (should that be, in the one corner!) 

are those who feel that the bees should be left with 

sufficient honey to survive winter without 

supplementary feeding. And against them are those 

who say that harvesting a crop of honey is one of the 

reasons, along with interest and affection, that they 

keep bees. 
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It’s very natural to think that the bees will fare better 

on the food that they have developed over millions of 

years. Honey isn’t just sugar, it has many other 

complex and varied ingredients included in it. They 

need honey not just for energy, but to raise brood and 

keep healthy.  

No one disputes that. What is disputed – endlessly – is 

that bees overwinter better on honey rather than 

sugar. Those who claim that the bees will cope with the 

hardship of winter better with honey, say that there 

are studies which prove this. However, it does not 

seem to be possible to find these studies. And if there 

has been no verifiable evidence that honey is better for 

overwintering, then feeding sugar can’t be any worse.  

But, ensuring that the argument stays red hot, some 

claim that sugar, fed as syrup or fondant, is actually 

better than honey for overwintering bees. The claim is 

that in the winter the bees don’t need all the extra 

ingredients in honey which are so essential throughout 

the rest of the year. In winter the bees need carbs to 

produce energy. The extras in honey (minerals, 

pollen…) can create a problem for winter bees. 

Although they have prodigious ability to store waste 

products compared to their summer counterparts, they 

have a limit. The last thing bees (and beekeepers) want 

is for them to be defecating inside the hive.  

In real life, where people just get on with things, many 

beekeepers leave significant quantities of honey for the 

bees, and not just in the brood box. There are usually 

super frames in which the honey is not mature, 

because the water content hasn’t been reduced to 

below 20%. It’s common to leave these frames in a 

super inside the hive, sometimes over, sometimes 

under the brood box. 

Those who do want the best crop of honey they can 

reasonably get, might baulk at the thought of leaving a 

whole super of honey. If you hope to make your 

engagement with the craft (aka your hobby) pay for 

itself, that’s a significant financial hit. A super of honey 

might sell for £250 (around 30 lbs @ £8 per 1 lb jar). 

The same amount of sugar or fondant will cost not 

much more than a tenner. Repeat that for every hive 

you’ve got. It’s a tidy sum! 

People don’t get rich on beekeeping. If, after you’ve 

kept some honey for yourself and left some for your 

bees, you do manage to sell some honey, then you’ll 

have something to put towards the cost of your hobby. 

You’ll be able to buy the boxes, frames, foundation, 

and varroa treatments that you can’t manage without. 

Then there’s books and magazines, subscriptions to 

BKAs, webinars, and … the list goes on.  

Undoubtedly, your bees will benefit if you are 

equipped to look after them properly. 

 

 

Last month’s WTB 
Do you remember seeing this little creature in last 

month’s issue of WHATSTHEBUZZ? 

It is Volucella zonaria, the hornet mimic hoverfly, and 

Sonia Belsey was the person to write in with the 

answer. 

On the subject of other insects, Mike Edwards gave a 

fascinating talk on Zoom on solitary bees in the UK last 

week for the Central Association of Beekeepers. 

Realising how ignorant many of us are about our native 

bumble and solitary bees, one of the audience asked 

where we should go to find these insects. Mike 

answered without hesitation, ‘In your gardens.’ He said 

it was likely that you would find ten species without 

difficulty.  

How encouraging that it could be that easy to make a 

start in getting to know the other bees around us. 
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The Beekeeper’s Checklist 2: a pot-luck series on 
almost any beekeeping topic 
Sometimes you don’t need to read an article. Glancing down a list of bullet points is all that’s needed to bring things 

back to mind. This month’s second topic:  

Preparing wax for trading in for foundation 
The National Honey Show, like other events where the big retailers have a stall, gives you the opportunity to trade in 

old wax for foundation. There are different methods and different bits of kit: solar wax melter, steam wax melter, bain 

marie, warming cabinet, oven, slow cooker… There are some members in our association who use each of these 

options. All work well, but you must find what’s best for you. 

I use a slow cooker. We never use it for cooking anyway. 

• Put about 3cm water in the bowl. When creating wax for show, it’s necessary to use soft water. If you have a 

condenser tumble drier, you can get soft water from that. 

• Use material such as tights or fine net curtains and make a bag with all your pieces of wax. 

• Lay this in the bowl and switch on. If you set it to High, don’t go away for long! 

• As soon as the wax has melted, remove the bag which now contains only debris /crud / slumgum (take your pick). 

• Leave alone till the wax is cold and hard. Drain the water and remove the block. 

• The block of wax may have some debris on the underside. Warm the surface with a hair drier and scrape clean. 

• Take your wax to the stall of your chosen trader and swap for foundation.  

 

Book review 

Silent Earth: Averting the Insect Apocalypse, by Dave Goulson 
The title of this book may have brought to mind Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, 

the book published in 1962 which exposed the destruction of wildlife through 

the widespread use of pesticides.  

Dave Goulson’s new book, published in spring this year, will not be as 

influential as Carson’s, and that is a good thing. We now live in a world which 

is terribly aware of how precarious its future is and that we can’t continue 

using up the planet like we have been doing for decades. The trouble is 

managing to effect the necessary changes at personal, national and global 

levels.  

Every inspiring talk, well-written book, and well-produced documentary goes 

some way to bringing about the change in public thinking which will 

ultimately give leaders the power to act decisively. Goulson has made a huge 

contribution to the movement, not least because of his positive and 

encouraging approach and personality.  

I’m listening to the audiobook version, and the fact that the author is reading 

it makes the message all the more compelling. Quoting the blurb: ‘Silent Earth 

is part love letter to the insect world, part elegy, part rousing manifesto for a greener planet. It is a call to arms for 

profound change at every level – in government policy, agriculture, industry and in our own homes and gardens.’  
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Handy Hints 
Have you found, or heard others say, that 

foundationless brood always has lots of drone brood 

on it? Apparently this is not so when it’s drawn in a 

queen-right mating nuc. 

David Laferney  

One reason to use drone foundation in supers is for a 

more economical ratio of honey to wax. But, another, 

and possibly much better reason, is that the bees are 

less likely to store pollen in drone cells. (According to 

Roger Patterson. Have you noticed this to be true?)  

Trivia 
We’ve been here before but I had to share with you 

this insight from an old edition of the Kent newsletter 

March 2018: What is it about bees dying and the 

snow? 

Do bees mistake the brightness for sunshine, and then 

die from cold when they exit the hive? 

Or do the bees become disoriented by the brightness 

of the snow and mistake it for the sky? Unlikely, 

because light from the sky is polarised, and that from 

the snow is not. Anyway, bees know up from down 

even in the dark.  

So why do we see dead bees in front of the hive when 

it snows? It turns out that we may have been looking in 

the wrong place for the answer to this question! The 

writer in the Kent newsletter suggests:  

‘Perhaps the answer has less to do with honeybees and 

more to do with humans. After all, it’s a lot easier to 

see a dark, frozen little body in the snow than it is in 

the mud or the grass. And, at this time of year, bees 

will be dying every day, either choosing to die outside 

the hive or, if inside, being thrown out by their 

colleagues. Perhaps the only difference the snow 

makes is that it forces us to notice.’ 

That makes sense to me! It gets tiresome to keep 

reading opposing views on what to do about winter 

bees, whether to keep entrances open or closed, to 

remove snow or leave it in place. if we ever get snow 

again, I’ll do nothing. Not to decide is to decide, but 

not to decide is a lot easier for the indecisive! 

*  *  * 

Completely separately, I found a large amount of new-

drawn comb in a deep eke last night. Trying to regain 

control, I removed it all and as it consisted largely of 

capped ‘honey’ I took it home carefully. I say ‘honey’ 

because I can be fairly sure this was not a product of 

nectar but of pure sugar which I had put in the hive as 

feed – and not given them enough room to store it.  

It looked beautiful. White comb, deep golden honey, 

perfectly capped. I crushed it using my gloves, then 

strained and jarred it. Four 1 lb jars! It would be quite 

illegal to sell, of course, but this is a food that has been 

through the bees, and processed exactly the same as 

they do nectar from flowers. I’m no honey sommelier, 

but it tastes very nice to me.  

No wonder it’s difficult for the honey police to sort 

pure honey from non-pure in its many guises!  

Comments 
TO POST A COMMENT, PLEASE EMAIL WHATSTHEBUZZ. 

Was there anything that caught your attention in this 

issue? Perhaps you read something that you’d not 

thought of before, or saw something that didn’t feel 

right to you. If so, do please write a sentence or two for 

this Comments section. Items from readers are always 

good to hear.  

From Archie McLellan: One of the most rewarding 

moments for me as newsletter compiler is when I hear, 

people telling each other about stuff in beekeeping 

which they’ve read it in WHATSTHEBUZZ!  

http://doorgarden.com/2011/11/07/simple-honey-bee-queen-rearing-for-beginners/
https://www.kbka.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/20180228a-Mar-2018-no-89.pdf
https://www.kbka.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/20180228a-Mar-2018-no-89.pdf
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Contact details 
Chair John Chapman, john.chapman@medwaybeekeepers.co.uk 

Website manager Paul Lawrence, paul.lawrence@medwaybeekeepers.co.uk 

Social media Sonia Belsey, sonia.belsey@medwaybeekeepers.co.uk 

Apiary Manager Mark Ballard apiary@medwaybeekeepers.co.uk 

Newsletter Archie McLellan, archie.mclellan@medwaybeekeepers.co.uk 

Please send your PICTURES, ARTICLES, AND IDEAS for the next issue of WHATSTHEBUZZ by 18th of each month. And if 

you’d like to comment on anything in or about this issue, please call or email me.  

Archie McLellan, WHATSTHEBUZZ compiler                

mailto:sonia.belsey@medwaybeekeepers.co.uk

