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National & International Events 2017
When?

Where?

What?

7th to 11th June

Chatsworth House, Derbyshire

RHS Chatsworth Flower Show
(Free entry if stewarding)

30th July to 4th
August

Gormaston, Ireland

Gormaston Summer School

3rd to 6th
August

Blenheim Palace,
Woodstock, Oxfordshire

BBC Countryfile Live

15th to 17th
September

Royal Agricultural University,
Cirencester, Gloucestershire

Midland & South Western
Counties Convention (MSWCC)

29 September to
4th October

Istanbul, Turkey

Apimondia 2017

30th September

National Beekeeping Centre
Stoneleigh Park, CV8 2LG

County Honey Show and Autumn
County Lectures

26th to 28th
October

Sandown Race Course,
Surrey

National Honey Show

17th November
TBC

Woodside Hotel, Kenilworth

Central Association of
Beekeepers (CABK) Conference

Warwickshire Events
1 May

11am to Rugby Spring Fair
4pm
Whitehall Recreation Ground, Hillmorton Road

Rugby

3 May

7.00pm

Branch Apiary Meeting & every following
Wednesday in May
Ravenshaw Apiary

Solihull

6 May

10 am

Apiary Meeting - Winterbourne
All Members with hives at Winterbourne Apiary to
attend Spring Disease Check.

Birmingham

6 May

2.00pm

Apiary Meeting - Highbury
Birmingham
All Members with hives at Highbury Apiary to attend
Spring Disease Check.

6 & 13
May

“So you think you would like to keep bees?”
One day taster course at Martineau Gardens.
Booking and other details 440 7430
Martineau website

Birmingham

8 May

Second Monday Meeting
The Gate Inn, Upper Brailes, OX15 5AX

Shipston

9 May

Branch Apiary Meeting & every following
Tuesday in May. Sutton Park Apiary

Sutton
Coldfield
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13 May

Apiary Meeting - Highbury & every following
Saturday in May, Highbury Park, Kings Heath

Birmingham

13 May

Members Apiary Meeting
Chris Paxford, Long Compton

Shipston

14 May

Beekeeping Taster Afternoon
Coventry
Booking essential
Ryton Apiary, Garden Organic, Ryton on Dunsmore

17 May

2.00pm

May 2017

12 noon Wednesday Lunch
The Swan, Fairfield, Bromsgrove, B61 9NG
The Swan Website
Bdbka.socsec@aol.com / 0121 444 4005

18 May

Branch Meeting
Practical Beekeeping Dave Bonner
Erdington Methodist Centre,
Wesley Road, B23 6TX

Birmingham

Sutton
Coldfield

21 May

3.00pm

Branch Apiary Meeting
Coventry
(The bees are inspected most Sundays, check the
branch website for rota)
Ryton Apiary, Garden Organic, Ryton on Dunsmore

26 May

7.30pm

Friday Social
Loco Lounge, High Street, Kings Heath
Loco Lounge Website
Bdbka.socsec@aol.com / 0121 444 4005

Birmingham

4 June

2.30pm

Chairman’s Afternoon
Ravenshaw Apiary

Solihull

Branch Apiary Meeting & every following
Tuesday in June. Sutton Park Apiary

Sutton
Coldfield

Branch Apiary Meeting & every following
Wednesday in June. Ravenshaw Apiary

Solihull

11 June

Ebrington ‘Open Farm’ Sunday

Shipston

12 June

Second Monday Meeting
The Gate Inn, Upper Brailes, OX15 5AX

Shipston

15 June

Branch Meeting
Beekeeping in Uganda, Dwight McLeod
Erdington Methodist Centre

Sutton
Coldfield

18 June
TBC

Visit to Sulgrave Manor - ‘Forage For Bees’
guided garden tour (Sue McNally)

Shipston

18 June 3.00pm

Branch Apiary Meeting
Coventry
(The bees are inspected most Sundays, check the
branch website for rota
Ryton Apiary, Garden Organic, Ryton on Dunsmore

6 June
7 June

7.00pm
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Message from the President
I would like to thank you for electing me as President of WBKA. I take this as a
compliment and an honour. I am following in the footsteps of Stan Dolphin, whom I
have known for many years and thank him for his support and work done on behalf
of the Association.
I am hoping to visit all branches during the coming beekeeping season, to get to
know you all. As many of you will know, I have been keeping bees for over 50 years
and for those beginners who have recently joined the Association, I must warn you
that bees do not always do as forecast by the books! I am still learning and
thoroughly enjoying the hobby, as it is most rewarding and challenging.
Happy beekeeping!

Warwickshire News
Birmingham Branch

Coventry & District
Branch

Our annual spring clean for the training
apiary was set for Saturday 1st April and
the turnout proved that no one thought it
was an April Fool! (? the new honey
labelling regulations). The ground was
and is very wet and members got stuck
in strimming, digging trenches, cutting
back the undergrowth and clearing out
the ditches leaving the site looking very
much cared for. Tea and biscuits were
well deserved and enjoyed by all.
Sunday 2nd April was a further spring
clean at our Winterbourne site and our
store room, completing an inventory of
our assets, again well attended.
Saturday 15th April was fulfilling our final
plan for getting more light into the
training apiary when two limbs were cut
from one of the large trees by a
professional tree surgeon. I would like
to thank all the members for their
tremendous hard work on all the days.
Remember members, if you have hives
at Highbury or Winterbourne you need
to be present for the disease check on
Saturday May 6th.

www.covbeebranch.co.uk
The weekly inspections at the training
apiary in Ryton have now started. The
first meeting was well attended and the
inspections showed everything is going
well on the main colonies. Bailey comb
changes were started on the very
strongest colonies.
The second weekly inspection was not
as well attended. The bees still needed
looking at. The seven colonies are
doing well, they are all at various stages
of Bailey comb changes and all the
queens are marked and clipped.
The over wintered nucs have not done
so well. We went into the winter with
four; One died. A second was not doing
well and on closer inspection we saw
that the queen had a damaged leg
affecting her egg laying ability. The
third had a queen from 2015 and the
fourth was starting to burst out of its
box. As the intention was to over winter
the nucs so that we had proven queens
available in the spring in case of failures
in the main colonies, the actual state of

Jan Willetts
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diseases. David also as usual, kindly
answered many questions and gave
advice afterwards... He must have been
exhausted, but the branch members
were delighted. Thank you David.

the nucs was not a major problem, well
not this year.
Five Bailey comb changes in progress at
Ryton. Photo: Graham Hobbins

Gail Plester
Shipston Branch

In our 'Second Monday' meeting at the
Gate,
Upper
Brailes
we
were
transported to the Abbey Gardens on
Tresco, Scilly Islands by David Brazier,
father of member Sue McNally and
husband of former member, the late Pat
Brazier.
Tresco is the only one of the islands to
be privately-owned and is currently
cared for by Lucy and Robert DorrienSmith having been established in the
1830s by Augustus Smith. This
horticultural
paradise
hosts
a
spectacular collection of more than
20,000 exotic plants from all corners of
the world, many of which cannot be
grown anywhere else in Britain. David
interviews horticultural students on
behalf of the Studely Trust which
sponsors them to spend one year
working in the gardens to gain much
valued experience.
After David's talk Tim Newcome ably
fielded the by now, regular beekeeping
question and answer session, dealing
with questions from beekeepers old and
new concerning varroa treatment,
feeding and supering at this time of
year. It is a golden opportunity for any of
our Shipston membership to consult
with other members on any bee related
matters that they are grappling with over
a pint.
By now Shipston will have had its
Introduction to Beekeeping course held
on the weekend of April 22nd and 23rd.
People from as far away as Spain were
expected to attend, several coming from
London as there are long waiting lists
for beekeeping courses there at
present.
On Saturday May 13th at 11am we look
forward to the members' apiary visit at
Chris Paxford's in Long Compton -

Sunday April 23rd is a Nosema Clinic at
the training apiary, all members are
being encouraged to bring samples of
their bees along for testing.

Dave Bonner
Rugby Branch

The new Beekeepers Beginner’s
Course took place during March, we
were
fortunate to have a delightful
group with many attendees already
looking at equipment ready for their first
colony. We look forward to offering our
support and seeing them at our regular
meetings and activities.
Various Rugby Branch members
attended the 2017 Convention at
Harper Adams, a number being fairly
new beekeepers which was wonderful
to see; enjoying the courses, tutorials
and trade show in glorious sunshine,
surrounded by fields of bright oilseed
rape. We expect to see our members
now
producing
amazing
soaps,
cosmetics and mead for the honey show
and hope to see many local hedge
laying attempts too!
We were fortunate to have David
Bonner talking to the branch and
completing
our
monthly
winter
meetings, by providing a methodical
verbal and visual explanation of shook
swarm and the various Bailey comb
changes for clean comb change and
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fingers crossed for good weather
though the coffee, cake and chat are
also a great attraction.

Margery Blower
Solihull Branch

As we turn the page in our calendar to
May, some of us may already be
thinking about swarm control, so get
your smokers, hive tools, spare
equipment and suits ready!
The
exceptionally warm
weather has
certainly kept our bees busy allowing
them to gather pollen and seek out
nectar from early forage. May the warm
summer
days
continue
(fingers
crossed).
In preparation for the new season our
branch held the annual Nosema Clinic
on the 10th April. Many members
submitted samples from their colonies
(approximately 47 samples were
submitted).
This month we also start our weekly
evening meetings at Ravenshaw Apiary,
the first being on the 3rd May 7.00pm.
An exciting programme has been put
together offering opportunities for
branch members to share, refresh and
familiarise themselves with pertinent
knowledge and practical skills. We also
look forward to meeting future new
beekeepers.
Congratulations to Younis Bashir for
being selected as a member of the team
of young beekeepers who will represent
England at the International Meeting of
Young Beekeepers at Marlborough
College, Wiltshire in July.

at our meeting on 16th March.
A local charity and Non Government
Organisation (NGO) called Wonder
Years Centre of Excellence has
established an outreach project in the
small West African country of The
Gambia. The charity has set up a
school, an orchard, an apiary and a
small
workshop.
Julian
talked
passionately about the work he and
others have been doing and plans the
group have for the focus they have in
The Gambia. The primary work is
education, with the school catering for
primary,
middle
and
secondary
education. Students also receive a
protein rich meal daily with a kitchen on
site.
Julien gave a round up on Gambia, its
economics, its demography and its
recent politics. He then described some
of the beekeeping practices and how
the species that they have in The
Gambia are prone to absconding. How
in the wild once the flow is gone the
bees naturally move on. They have
used various hives including log hives
hung in trees and traditional hives
however, some of the ants, termites can
cause havoc.

Channy Collins
Sutton Coldfield &
North Birmingham
Branch

Jitesh Patel

Bees and The Gambia - Supporting a
village enterprise in West Africa.
Julian Malein from Stafford, gave the
Sutton
and
North
Birmingham
association a talk on the work a local
charity has been doing in The Gambia
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Learning to love wasps
Celia F Davis

With the editor’s permission, I am
deviating from my usual series of
articles to talk about wasps. There has
quite naturally, been a lot of concern,
even hysteria, in some quarters since
the arrival on our shores of the dreaded
Asian Hornet. I am not seeking to
minimise the seriousness of this pest or
its consequences for beekeeping, but I
am putting in a plea for our native
wasps and the English Hornet.
Wasps generally get a bad press.
People see them as at best, a nuisance
and at worst, nasty aggressive
creatures that are intent on stinging
everything within range. To put this
into perspective, they are a nuisance
towards the end of the summer, but
they are not aggressive and I am
prepared to argue with anyone who
says so. It is necessary to understand
these creatures to fully appreciate
them. We have seven species of true
social wasp in this country, one which
is a cuckoo on another species and
therefore, not a social wasp but a social
parasite and then there is the English
Hornet, which is really just a big wasp.
To enable us to fully understand these
fascinating and very clever insects that
are so closely related to our bees, I am
going to outline the general life cycle of
all our wasps;

Early wasp nest showing envelope & cells (all
upside down).
Photo: Celia Davis

them entirely on their own.
3. Once the workers start hatching, the
queen restricts herself to egg laying and
the workers do everything else.
4. During the greater part of the year
as the wasp nest builds and the workers
are busy capturing live prey eg.
caterpillars, aphids etc, which they chew
into a kind of gruel to feed to the
carnivorous wasp larvae. At this stage,
the nest is composed of only the queen
and many workers. The workers will
often visit flowers for nectar and can act
as pollinators. Some plants such as
Common Figwort are specifically
pollinated by wasps and attractive to
them and we are all used to seeing
them on ivy late in the season.
5. The wasp larvae, in exchange for
their ‘meat’ exude a drop of a sweet
saliva, which the worker wasps eat and
which gives them their sugar ‘fix’.
6. Later in the year, the nest may
produce fully functioning males and
females (queens) which leave the nest
to mate.
7. After this, from August onwards, the
queen ceases to lay, there are no more
larvae to feed, no more ‘sugar’ for the
adults, the nest has reached its
maximum size and the workers go in

1. A wasp nest starts each season with
one queen who has hibernated over
the winter (underneath hive roofs is
common and they often find snug
places in and around the home.)
2. These queens are intent on finding
nesting places and are not interested in
bees or beehives. I have never known
a queen wasp or English Hornet to go
into a beehive or to ‘pick off’ bees
returning to a hive. Once they have
built a small nest, they lay eggs and
begin to rear workers, taking care of
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search of sweet things eg. honey stores
in beehives, ripe fruit, food at
picnics.
They can then become a
problem, especially for a weak
colony but they will be stealing honey,
not killing bees. (There may be battles,
which end up with dead bees and
wasps.) This is the only time of year
when wasps are a nuisance to bee
colonies and they can at this stage, kill
a colony by taking all its stores.
8. The young wasp queens meanwhile
have mated and gone into hibernation
ready for next season. The rest of the
nest dies and wasps will not use that
nest again

giants and truly beautiful insects.

English Hornet - gentle giant.
Photo: Celia Davis

That gives an overview of the life of
wasps.
They construct the most
beautiful nests made from wood, which
they scrape off with their mandibles and
mix with saliva to form a type of
papier-maché. The cells are perfect
hexagons and hang upside down inside
an envelope, which continually has to
be remade as the nest enlarges.

The real value of wasps is the amount
of pest control that they undertake.
I have watched them removing large
white larvae from the cabbages and
they are responsible for the deaths of
many pest species. So learn a little bit
about them, watch them, and learn to
appreciate them, even if you can’t
manage to love them. As with most
creatures, the more you know about
them, the more you will realise what
truly wonderful lives they lead.

To address the public conception of
wasps as aggressive, this is because
they are hunters seeking live prey and
consequently they are very active and
inquisitive, inspecting everything in their
environment to test whether it is food.
They also dislike sudden movements,
so waving your arms around and batting
them away may very well provoke a
stinging reaction. Stand still and let
them inspect you and they will
invariably decide that you are not
suitable as food for larvae and leave
you alone. Always avoid vibrating the
nest as this is tantamount to launching
an attack and they will retaliate. The
only time I have been stung by an
English Hornet was when I inadvertently
vibrated the nest badly and they all
rushed out and pursued me across a
ploughed field. Probably quite amusing
for an onlooker but not for me as the
sting was extremely painful. This single
incident, which was entirely my own
fault, has not changed my love for
hornets which are great big gentle

Finally, by all means monitor for Asian
Hornets but use live traps and release
the native species, don’t just kill
everything.
Beekeepers should be
protecting
the
environment
and
everything in it as it all has its part to
play.
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Honey Alchemy
Mandy’s Honey Fudge
This is perfect for gifts and for fund raising and always goes down well at the
Solihull Apiary events (makes about 1Kg)

Need:







400g caster sugar
1 x 395g tin of condensed milk
150g butter (plus extra for the tin)
60g honey
2 tsp vanilla essence
200g chocolate broken into
pieces. (I prefer white chocolate,
but milk or dark are good too)

Do:
Butter and line a 20cm square tine with baking parchment, wear long sleeves
in case of splashes
1 Place sugar, condensed milk, butter and honey into a large non-stick saucepan
2 Heat gently, stirring all the time until everything has melted and the sugar crystals
have dissolved (10 –15 minutes)
3 Once all the crystals have dissolved, turn up the heat and bring the mixture to the
boil. Cook for 10 minutes, stirring and scraping the bottom all the time until the
fudge turns a golden brown (145°C if you have a sugar thermometer)
4 Remove from heat and beat rapidly for 4 minutes to begin the crystallization (miss
out this step and you’ll have toffee)
5 Return to a gentle heat and add the chocolate and vanilla. Stir well to combine as
the chocolate melts – (hard work as the fudge will be setting)
6 Pour into the tin and allow to cool at room temperature for hours and hours (and
hours). Turn out and cut into approx. 100 pieces
Keeps well, wrapped and stored in a cool place (though not in the fridge)
Enjoy – this stuff is dangerously addictive…

Mandy Cadge
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BEEKEEPING TASTER DAY
7th May 2017
at the
National Bee Keeping Centre
Stoneleigh Park
Kenilworth

Aimed at helping delegates to decide whether they would like to take up
beekeeping, this day-long event covers where bees can be kept, the equipment
required, the cost and time involved, what a beekeeper has to do throughout
the year and the next steps in becoming a beekeeper
Subject to the weather, there will also be an opportunity to don a bee suit and
get close to some bees under the close supervision of a beekeeper in a nearby
apiary
The cost of the course is £25 to include tea/coffee and biscuits but we
ask you to bring your own packed lunch.
Why not make this course a present for that “special” person with one of
our gift vouchers?
Simply paste the following link into your browser and complete the online enrolment form.

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/
e/1FAIpQLSfbMNEeluyQmznVKPPoUrm3V8CYK5EGQvZUUGUNv1JwJOiIA/viewform
or go to the Warwick and Leamington Beekeepers’ website
www.warleambees.org.uk

Stewards Wanted
The BBKA Shows Committee, in agreement with the BBKA’s Trustees has finalised
attendance at events to which we have been invited in 2017. As we have a fixed
budget we have decided not to go to BBC Gardeners’ World Live at the NEC this
year, but instead to concentrate on two exciting events, both sited at stunning
venues. They are, in conjunction with the Derbyshire Beekeepers;
The RHS Chatsworth Flower Show 7th to 11th June 2017
https://www.rhs.org.uk/shows-events/rhs-chatsworth-flower-show
and, after its phenomenal success last year;
BBC Countryfile Live at Blenheim Palace - 3rd to 6th August 2017
https://countryfilelive.com/attractions?gclid=CIfVzqTardMCFQs8Gwod95MN_Q
The BBKA is the sum of its members and the success of our previous events has
been down to the enthusiasm and support from those of you who have helped to
steward our shows. If you would like to help at either or both of the above events
please e-mail me with the following details: Name, Event/s you would like to attend,
Date/s you would like to attend, Preference for either a morning or an afternoon
session. As usual, if you do volunteer to be a steward, we hope also to provide
access to the event/s for a chosen partner. I look forward to hearing from you and
seeing you in the summer.
Gordon Robbins
bbkasc@gmail.com / 07900 852236
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Honeybee Mating - Part 4
John Chambers
Queen pupae

competitors, the virgin queen spends
most of the time resting and being fed
whilst her exoskeleton gradually
hardens and her flight muscles and
reproductive organs continue to
develop.
She initially has to feed herself. Only
after about 3 days post-eclosion do
workers start to recognise her
presence. Some will groom and lick her
whilst others will treat her more
aggressively, biting and chasing her,
perhaps in order to prepare her for her
nuptial flight. They will stop feeding any
remaining queen larvae at this point.
She starts making orientation flights
around the hive entrance when about 3
to 5 days old. Initially of about 5
minutes duration, these gradually
become longer as she progresses
further from the hive. She only flies on
fair days, quickly returning to the
colony if conditions are unfavourable.
She is not necessarily easy to spot at
this time because her abdomen
remains short.

When the virgin queen is ready to
emerge from the queen cell about 16
days after the egg was first laid,
workers remove wax and fibres
from the tip of the queen cell in a
process called “crowning”. In some
circumstances, they choose to delay
eclosion and at such times they feed
the queen through slits in the top of the
queen cell whilst also shielding her from
any virgin queens that might be
patrolling the nest.

Sexually immature queen

Swarming
removes
considerable
resources from the parent colony and it
is essential for no more virgin queens to
survive than the colony can support.
Immediately after eclosion, the virgin
queen runs over the comb looking
for competitors. These might be
free-running like her or still contained
within sealed queen cells. Free virgin
queens declare their presence by
piping whereas those still sealed inside
queen cells make a quacking sound
[79, 80], these noises being made by
vibrating the uncoupled flight muscles.
Both sounds are transmitted as
vibrations through the comb and, as
they are made, workers freeze on the
comb. Whenever two virgin queens
meet, they fight to the death. Each one
tries to grasp the other’s wings with
their mandibles before grabbing their
body with their legs and stinging them
in a soft intersegmental membrane
between two chitin plates. If successful,
the rival is paralysed and killed.
Whenever a virgin queen finds a rival
still sealed within a queen cell, she
chews a hole in the side wall and stings
her, leaving it to worker bees to remove
the dead body from the cell.
When not tracking down and fighting

Sexually mature queen

By about day 6 the queen reaches
sexual maturity and her abdomen
becomes longer. She typically takes
her first mating flight about 6-10 days
post-eclosion, depending upon the
weather. She is encouraged out of the
hive by workers, some of whom stay at
the entrance to indicate where it is on
her return using secretions from their
Nasonov glands. Her mating flights
typically last between 15 and 30
minutes.
It is in the interests of each colony to
populate the locality with large
numbers of high quality drones and for
the first of these to be sexually mature
shortly before the first mating flights in
the area are likely. To optimise drone
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Days as
an egg

Days as Days as
a larva
a pupa

Days as a
sexually
immature bee

Window period
for successful
mating posteclosion

Drone

3

5

16

12 (to 21)

12 days until death

Queen

3

5

8

6

Day 6 – day 21
(approx). Mating
quality deteriorates
with age

it exposes queens and drones to new
risks such as predation, being exposed
to poor weather, getting lost and
running out of energy to make the
return flight. The use of drone
congregation areas (DCAs), ensure
that mating flights are as short and as
successful as possible.

quality, and to accommodate the
development of some highly complex
reproductive apparatus, development
time is slow and the process starts long
before queen rearing activities are
started. Drones are reared in high
numbers under very strict conditions and
only the very best specimens make it to
full sexual maturity.
Whilst queen bees must also be of high
quality, it is in the interests of the colony
for the brood gap to be as short as
possible. Therefore, their development
time to eclosion and to full sexual
maturity is considerably shorter than for
a drone. Queen quality is assured by the
provision of a highly specialised diet. As
a colony might only need to raise about
two new queens to full sexual maturity
every year, considerably fewer are
reared in the colony. The importance of
a locality having sufficiently large and
diverse drone pool for successful queen
mating might help to explain why a
colony sometimes starts and stops
queen rearing activities early in the
forage season.

Timing of mating flights

Drone bees typically leave the nest to
visit DCAs between about 14:00hrs and
17:00hrs on afternoons characterised
by:
 An ambient temperature of 19°C or
higher [81].
 A sunny or slightly overcast sky, but
one in which at least some clear sky
is visible.
 Wind speed below 4-6 metres/
second [81].
 No rainfall.
Maximum drone activity is seen at the
hive entrance between about 3pm and
4pm during mating season, when
hundreds of drones might be seen
coming in and out of the hive. The
timing of flights can alter with the
weather and can also be a bit earlier at
the extremes of the mating season.
Drones carefully clean their eyes and
antennae before taking flight. They
preferentially fly 10-40m above ground
level but choose lower altitudes when it
is windy [55]. Therefore, on leaving the
nest, they circle upwards at ever
increasing speed to reach the desired
height by which time they are beyond
human eyesight. Only then do they fly
in the direction of the DCA.

Mating flight

Why have mating flights?

Within-nest mating would result in
inbreeding as the virgin queen would
mate with her brothers. Queen fertility
would be significantly compromised,
recessive genes would be expressed
with a high frequency, and the colony
would lack strength and vitality
due to insufficient genetic diversity.
Polyandrous aerial mating far from the
nest dramatically reduces inbreeding but
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Perhaps 50-75% of virgin queens
require just one mating flight whereas
25% to 40% require a second flight and
perhaps 6% require a third [84, 85].

Virgin queens fly to DCAs under roughly
the same conditions although:
 They generally require an ambient
temperature of 20°C or higher.
 They make their flights between about
14:30hrs and 16:00hrs.
Flying within a tighter time window and
using a higher ambient temperature
threshold makes it more likely that the
DCA will be well populated on their
arrival, improving the safety and
success of their mating flights.

Distance and time
considerations

For a queen to return successfully to the
colony after a mating flight, she must
fuel the entire activity, including the
inward and outward journeys, on a
single crop of honey. The same is true
every time a drone makes an
unsuccessful mating trip if he is going to
have another opportunity.
Mean flight duration for a drone is
32.5+/-22.5 minutes and the mean
length of in hive stay between flights is
17 minutes [82]. Drones can fly at about
12.4mph (20kmh). Under optimal
conditions, they make three or four daily
visits to a DCA where, to increase their
likelihood of mating success, they
probably need to spend at least 10
minutes each visit. Whilst there is
evidence to suggest that they prefer to
visit DCAs that are closest to the nest
site, it is not uncommon for DCAs up to
7km away to be visited [83]. They might
fly for about 1.5 hours/day for an
average of 13.6 days, perhaps spending
in the region of 20 hours in a DCA
during their lifetime [56].
A queen bee can probably fuel 40
minutes of flight on a single crop of
honey. She also flies at about 12.4mph
(20kmh). In a well-populated DCA, she
can easily mate with sufficient drones
within 5 minutes or less. Therefore, she
can afford to fly further away from the
colony, particularly as this reduces the
risk of inbreeding. A typical mating flight
is between 5 and 30 minutes long.

Queen returning with mating sign.
Photo: Peter Edwards Stratford-uponAvon & District BKA

Drone congregation areas

The first written reference to a DCA
came in 1792 when Gilbert White wrote:
“There is a natural occurrence to be met
with upon the highest part of our down
on hot summer days, which always
amuses me much, without giving me
any satisfaction with respect to the
cause of it; and that is a loud audible
humming of bees in the air, tho’ not one
insect is to be seen. This sound is to be
heard distinctly the whole common
through, from the Moneydells, to Mr
White’s avenue-gate. Any person would
suppose that a large swarm of bees
was in motion, & playing about over his
head” [86]. The true significance of
DCAs did not become apparent for
more than another 150 years [87, 88].
DCAs remain constant in their location
for decades. Indeed, the DCA described
by White in 1792 is still in use today
[89]. They are more often heard than
seen, revealing their presence by a loud
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the mating season, so might the
number of DCAs.
In Alpine regions, drones appear
genetically programmed to fly towards
depletions in the horizon, which
generally leads them downwards into
valleys. Once there, neither vegetation
nor temperature appears to indicate the
precise DCA location. Nor are local
changes in the magnetic field important.
Instead, it seems that locations with the
most
even
light-distribution
are
favoured. DCAs are also commonly
found at intersections of drone flyways.
At the other extreme, in topographically
flat and featureless landscapes, drones
spread out over a reasonably wide
geographic area around their nest [92].
If a queen bee enters that area for
mating, a comet rapidly forms behind
her. In one study of DCAs in a more
varied landscape, DCAs were typically
found at the bottom of gentle (<19°)
south-facing slopes with extensive open
areas [96]. Whilst a certain amount of
urban cover or other visual marker was
quite common within 400m of the DCA,
this typically accounted for less than
10% the ground surface area. In this
particular study, tracks and trails or
other linear landmarks to and from the
DCAs were not necessarily numerous.

deep hum for which no visible cause
can found. Whilst the drones circle too
fast and high in the air to be visible to
the naked eye, about 100 or so of them
might be induced into forming a
transient comet behind a pebble thrown
high enough into the air [87].
A typical DCA is found 15m above
ground level, perhaps rising to a height
of about 40m and having a diameter of
30-200 metres [55]. It is only populated
between about 14:00hrs and 17:00hrs
during mating season. DCA dimensions
and the absolute number of drones
present appear very highly weatherdependent, with the latter ranging from
a few hundred to well over 10,000 [90].
It is not unusual for considerably more
than 200 colonies to be represented in
the drone population [91]. Most will
have come from within a 5km radius but
some might have travelled as far as
7km from their parent colony [83].
Whilst drones can visit more than one
DCA, most appear faithful to the same
site during their lifetime. They probably
use avenues of trees and other
landscape features to navigate to and
from DCAs [55, 92, 93] and some
mating activity might take place along
these flight paths. Drones might have a
preference for DCAs nearer to the
colony site whereas queens might avoid
DCAs in the immediate vicinity of the
nest [94, 95].
DCAs are typically visited by queen
bees between about 15:00 and 16:00.
Maximum numbers of drones chase her
when she is in the centre of the DCA
and they stop following her as soon as
she exits its boundaries [17]. By already
being well populated by a vast number
of drones from multiple sources, the
mating process is quick and genetic
inbreeding is avoided. Indeed, the
mating arrangement for honey bees is
considered the best available for
avoiding inbreeding amongst terrestrial
animals [91]. It appears that about
5,000 drones are required to maintain a
stable DCA [17]. As the total drone
population in a locality falls at the end of

The return flight of drones
from the DCA

On leaving a DCA, most drones will
return to the same colony they came
from. However, a proportion will return
to different colonies within 150 metres
of their nest of origin, typically
remaining in the same apiary [97].
There is evidence that a small subset of
drones, perhaps in the region of 3%,
migrate to colonies in different apiaries
[98] and this must help with
optimisation of genetic diversity at the
largest number of DCAs.

Sympatric considerations

There appear to be geneticallydetermined differences in the times of
day that particular species and
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subspecies of honey bee fly to DCAs, Their drones also favour different flying and
congregation. heights [99]. This might help to minimise the amount of cross-breeding
between them.
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Mystery Solved ?
Over the past few years there have been stories about what seem to have been
varroa-resistant honeybees in the apiary of Ron Hoskins in Swindon, England (not far
from Vita’s HQ). These bees have been dubbed “super bees” and it was thought that
their hygienic behaviour was the reason for their success. However, new research
presented by Catherine Thompson of Salford University at the UK National Honey
Show and now published in The ISME Journal has revealed the reasons for the bees’
success. A non-lethal form of Deformed Wing Virus (DWV) is prevalent amongst
these bees and is acting to exclude the more lethal form.
DWV is well-known as a killer of honeybees and its virulence seems in part to have
been caused by varroa injecting the virus straight into the bees’ bloodstream.
Honeybees have long had DWV but, pre-varroa it was not able to spread so quickly
and thoroughly throughout a colony.
For reasons that are not yet understood, Hoskin’s bees have been subject to a
relatively benign version of DWV-Type B. In contrast DWV Type A is lethal. Type B
has become dominant in Hoskin’s apiary and kept Type A at bay.
Unfortunately, simply moving Hoskin’s bees to another apiary where DWV Type A is
dominant is likely to be futile. The colony is likely to be swamped by the lethal Type A
and face the disease threat common to most colonies. Nonetheless, it is hoped that
this exciting new finding may eventually help in some way to produce a break-through
in helping honeybees.
Ipswich & East Suffolk BKA via ebees
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Caveat Emptor
Be aware that Warwickshire Beekeepers Association is not responsible for any
goods or services advertised in Warwickshire Beekeeper or on the website. Anyone
purchasing bees or nuclei should satisfy themselves that they are disease free and
that they are aware of the provenance of any queens.
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