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Australia’s largest species of bee, the large carpenter 
bee (Xylocopa Koptortosoma) gets its name from its 
size (17–26 mm body length) and because it makes 

or fashions nests from dead wood or plant tissue. The 
male (pictured) has a black body uniformly covered in 

short yellowish hair.
  

See page 11 for book review
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SEASONAL TASKS 

Feeding Bees
BRUCE WHITE reports that, with all the warm 

weather recently in some areas, bees are consuming 
more honey then the nectar they are collecting. 

This means starvation could be an issue. If that’s 
the case, beekeepers should feed their bees thick  
sugar syrup (two-thirds sugar, one-third water).

At this time of the year, hives should have the 
equivalent of three frames of honey ready for the 
spring build-up. Check by opening up the hive on a 
warm day or by lifting the brood box from the back 
hand-hole to gauge the weight. 

Many different kinds of syrup feeders are available 
from equipment suppliers. Some are designed so you 
don’t have to open the hive – which can be handy if it 
isn’t too warm and you are worried bees need food. 

This simple and low-cost feeder* is inserted into 
the entrance. It comprises a screw lid with an inte-
grated channel. Simply screw it on a standard PET 
drink bottle filled with sugar syrup and turn upside 
down.  The  syrup flows out and fills the channel. Slide 
channel into the hive entrance and the bees can feed 
without leaving home. The advantage of this system 
is the level of liquid in the clear bottle lets you monitor 
when the bees have consumed the syrup.

*Can be purchased online for as little as $1 each 
and reused over and over

3   THE AMATEUR BEEKEEPER   AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2018

A fast and even cheaper way to get carbs to starv-
ing bees is to fill empty drawn combs with syrup. 

Simply mix up 2-to-1 sugar syrup and fill a plastic 
bottle such as a two-litre juice bottle. 

Drill a few holes in the lid and screw 
it on tightly. Hold each frame horizon-
tally and shake the bottle to rain the 
syrup into the previously empty cells. 

It is possible to get over two kilos in 
each frame. Once in the cells, the syrup 
will not run out. Place back in the hive.
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BAD HABITS 

How NOT to feed bees
IT BEGAN on June 6. A Facebook post supposedly 

from renowned British naturalist Sir David Attenbor-
ough encouraged concerned citizens around the world 
to leave a teaspoon of sugar water in their garden to 
help ‘exhausted’ bees. 

Within hours, followers had taken up the cause and 
were posting pictures of honeybees, bumblebees and 
all manner of local bees drinking from teaspoons. By 
the next evening the internet was awash with close-
ups of bees ‘saved’ from the brink of extinction.

The problem? The post was fake. Many well-mean-
ing members of the public had been duped. And the 
advice was silly, if not harmful. 

 Beekeepers certainly know the value of feeding 
bulk syrup to bee colonies at certain times in certain 
ratios (see previous page), but the idea of leaving out 
an energy shot for a handful of foragers struck many 
as absurd. And a strange thing for a legendary con-
servationist to advocate. As many weighed into the 
debate, the BBC asked Facebook to remove the post 
and confirmed the advice was not that of the 92-year-
old broadcaster. 
Trevor Weatherhead, the Australian Honey Bee Indus-
try Council executive director was asked by the ABC 
to comment. “If [someone] saw a honeybee out on 
its last legs and they went to feed it some sugar and 
water there’s every likelihood they’ll get stung and the 
bee will die in any case,”  he explained.

In Port Stephens, beekeeper Chris Wyatt wor-
ried that people following the rogue advice might 
be tempted to put out honey, and launched a social 
media plea: “Please don’t feed my bees!” Chris’s post, 
since shared more than 22,000 times, makes the point 
that leaving out honey for bees risks spreading Ameri-
can Foulbrood disease (AFB) and as such is against the 
Biosecurity Code of Practice. In other words: illegal.

“The suggestions on posts I’ve seen started with 
a teaspoon of sugar syrup for a solitary fatigued bee 
and have progressed to suggestions of filling bird-
baths and buckets with syrup with floats/pebbles. 
One post even had people saying they buy honey from 
the supermarket to feed bees! “ he wrote. 

“So pretty please with cherry on top, can I ask 
Aussie good Samaritans to think twice about feed-
ing bees? Bees can and will die from exhaustion, but 
making sugary food sources available to save lethargic 
bees may be doing more damage than good.“

Simple and useful advice for citizens who want to 
help bees? Start with protecting, preserving and culti-
vating suitable flowering plants; have a water source 
bees can readily access; and avoid chemical treat-
ments known or believed to harm bees.

BEEKEEPER GOOD HABITS
Bees at risk of starvation can be fed sugar syrup 

in the hive to keep them alive and allow the colony 
to build strength or survive months when there is 
no nectar available. Use white sugar, not brown, and 
don’t let the solution ferment or it will kill the bees.       

BEEKEEPER BAD HABITS
Stuck with sticky frames and equipment after an 

extraction? Think it’s a clever idea to leave them out 
for the bees to reclaim the honey and clean them up? 
DON’T! 

Let’s repeat that: DON’T
The exposed honey will attract bees and those bees 

will take that honey home. But if fed honey contains 
even a few spores of AFB you are fast tracking a whole 
heap of probems. You wouldn’t want your bees finding 
infected honey on their travels, would you?

Biosecurity Code of Practice 
Item 7.1 A beekeeper must not allow a used hive, 

part of a used hive (including frames, combs, honey 
or beeswax) or an appliance containing honey to be 
exposed in a manner or under conditions likely to 
attract robber bees



Varroa destructor has been in the news lately with 
the discovery of an infected bee colony on a container 
ship in the Port of Melbourne on June 28. 

The captain of the vessel noticed dead bees on the 
ship and advised Victorian authorities who, along 
with the State Quarantine Response Team (SQRT), 
destroyed the colony. They then inspected local and 
sentinel hives within a two-kilometre radius, and 
continue to inspect and monitor the area. The varroa 
mites were tested for Deformed Wing Virus and for 
both Slow and Acute Bee Paralysis Viruses. All tests 
came back negative.

No varroa have been detected in local or sentinel 
hives, nor in floral sweep netting.  News of the varroa 
incident was released just as the 3rd Australian Bee 
Congress was underway on the Gold Coast and creat-
ed quite a bit of discussion during the event.

A month earlier I had been fortunate enough to be 
involved in an exercise known as “Bee Prepared” and 
initiated by the NSW Department of Primary Indus-
tries.

Around 30 people from the beekeeping industry 
and DPI gathered in Orange on May 24 to be present-
ed with a hypothetical scenario: two hives in Port Kem-
bla had been inspected by Bee Biosecurity Officers (BBOs) 
the previous day, and found to be infected with Varroa 
destructor. They had been destroyed.

Our task: to devise a plan to eradicate or control 
this incursion.

We formed five teams, ranging from the legal side 
of things, to destruction and on-going surveillance. 
Ideas on control and eradication were nutted out and 
presented in the morning session, then in the after-
noon session fine-tuned into reference documents 
that the DPI can use to develop a strategy. 

Here is a brief overview of the ‘action plan’ devel-
oped over the course of the day:

• Establish a 10 km radius zone around the 
infected hives.

• Identify all registered bee colonies within that 
zone.

• Starting at the outer edge of the zone and 
working towards the centre, inspect all identified col-
onies while constantly testing for varroa

PRESIDENT’S LETTER 

When varroa 
strikes: the plan 
We need to be ready when this bee 
parasite turns up

• At the same time, identify and record locations 
of unregistered hives and use bee-lining to locate feral 
colonies.  

• Any hive found to have varroa immediately 
initiates another 10-km-radius zone from that point 
and the process begins again, and so on and so on.

• As inspections of colonies continue, it will 
soon become apparent whether eradication is feasible 
or, if not, it then becomes a control situation 

One of the critical components of the strategy is the 
efficient notification of all beekeepers in the incursion 
area, whether they’re commercial or recreational. The 
more colonies in a specific area that can be identified 
and dealt with quickly, the better the chances of erad-
ication. This all comes back to the DPI having accurate 
records of beekeepers and their hives. 

It’s likely that any varroa incursions are going to be 
identified first by recreational beekeepers rather than 
the commercial sector for the simple reason our hives 
are generally located closer to the coast and closer to 
shipping and airports where freight movements are 
likely to be from countries that already have varroa. 

The DPI has indicated compensation would be 
available for registered beekeepers where hives have 
to be destroyed. 

So what can you do as a recreational beekeeper 
right now?

The big one is to register with the DPI, provide  
accurate hive numbers and keep a record of locations.

Talk to your club biosecurity officer about train-
ing for members. BBO Mark Page is available to visit 
clubs to instruct on the sugar shake test for varroa 
along with many other biosecurity subjects.

Keep a record of your inspections. (We’re all aware 
how quickly time gets away.)

Report anything that looks remotely suspicious. 
With almost every beekeeper having a phone/camera 
in their pocket, it’s very quick and easy to take photos 
and send them in for analysis

For details on reporting go to http://www.plant-
healthaustralia.com.au/biosecurity/incursion-man-
agement/

LEN VERRENKAMP, ABA PRESIDENT
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https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/animals-and-livestock/bees/beekeeper-registration
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Most beekeepers will have carried out a
sugar shake at their apiaries as part of 

Sugar Shake Month last April. This activity 
was supported by the ABA and the NSW DPI. 

The Australian Honey Bee Industry Biosecurity Code 
of Practice requires beekeepers to inspect at least one 
hive in each apiary at least twice a year for arthropod 
pests such as varroa and tropilaelaps.

Varroa is the much discussed and feared pest.  Rel-
atively little has been said about tropilaelaps. As such, 
many beekeepers will have little knowledge of this 
serious exotic threat to Australian beekeeping.

Please read some information about this pest 
before attempting the quiz (at right). These four local 
resources are recommended by the ABA:

• DPI AgGuide Healthy Bees is an excellent book
produced by the NSW Department of Prima-
ry Industries and should be in all beekeepers’
libraries.

• A free two-page fact sheet from NSW DPI
covers the core information about this pest.
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/
pdf_file/0007/390076/Tropilaelaps-mites.pdf

• The Beeaware website has detailed information
that is clear and accurate. beeaware.org.au/ar-
chive-pest/tropilaelaps-2

• Plant Health Australia has a good summary of
the pest www.planthealthaustralia.com.au/
pests/tropilaelaps-mite/

Read some information and feel you know the ba-
sics about this pest? Then on to the quiz.
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BIOSECURITY QUIZ 

Tropilaelaps: the parasitic mite that 
breeds faster than varroa 

TRUE OR FALSE? 

1. Tropilaelaps is an external mite that can
parasitise European honeybees (Apis mellifera). 
T/F?

2. These mites are reddish brown but are
only half the size of a varroa mite. T/F?

3. Tropilaelaps’ damage is similar to that
caused by varroa. T/F?

4. Tropilaelaps, like varroa is most likely to
be first detected by amateur beekeepers. T/F?

5. The natural host of tropilaelaps is the
Asian honeybee Apis cerrana. T/F?

6. Varroa and tropilalelaps have similar rates
of reproduction. T/F?

7. Unlike varroa,  tropilaelaps can sometimes
reproduce outside of a brood cell. T/F?

8. You are more likely to find tropilaelaps in
capped drone brood than in worker brood. T/F?

9. Adult tropilaelaps survive for only two or
three days on adult bees while adult varroa can 
survive on adult bees for months. T/F?

10. Tropilaelaps’ breeding pattern means that
its entry into Australia is less likely than varroa. 
T/F?

ANSWERS
1. True. Bees will attempt to groom the mite

from their bodies. This process is accelerated when 
the bee is coated with icing sugar mix and so a sugar 
shake can detect both varroa and tropilaelaps.

2. True. Varroa is about 1.6 mm wide by 1.1 mm
long. Tropilaelaps is around the same length but only 
about 0.8 mm wide. Varroa is flat like a seed while 
tropilalelaps is narrow and round in section. 

The image shows varroa on the left and tropi-
laelaps on the right.

3. True. Irregular bee brood patterns and stunted
adults with deformed wings and shrunken abdomens 
are typical of an infected hive.

4. True. Many amateur beekeepers have their
hives along the seaboard of Australia and it is these 
hives that are most at risk of invasion by an exotic 
pest or disease. Recreational beekeepers tend to have 

https://www.beekeepers.asn.au/sugarshake
http://beeaware.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Australian-Honey-Bee-Industry-Biosecurity-Code-of-Practice.pdf
http://beeaware.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Australian-Honey-Bee-Industry-Biosecurity-Code-of-Practice.pdf
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/390076/Tropilaelaps-mites.pdf
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/390076/Tropilaelaps-mites.pdf
http://beeaware.org.au/archive-pest/tropilaelaps-2 
http://beeaware.org.au/archive-pest/tropilaelaps-2 
http://www.planthealthaustralia.com.au/pests/tropilaelaps-mite/ 
http://www.planthealthaustralia.com.au/pests/tropilaelaps-mite/ 


the time and the inclination to inspect their bees and 
perform the checks for pests and diseases. 

5. False. The natural host of this mite is the giant 
honeybee Apis dorsata (shown left). Apis cerrana has a 
more assertive grooming mechanism and seems to be 
more readily able to remove the mite. 

6. False. The rate of reproduction of tropilaelaps  
is far greater (by a factor of 25 or more). Unchecked, 
tropilaelaps can overwhelm a hive in one season 
whereas varroa is more likely to take two or three 
seasons.

7. False. Tropilaelaps can reproduce only in a 
capped brood cell. Adult mites enter cells containing 
bee larvae. The mites can reproduce in both work-
er and drone cells, but show a preference for drone 
brood (although this preference is less marked than 
with varroa). Typically, the mother mite lays three to 
four eggs, at daily intervals, onto mature bee larvae 48 
hours after cell capping. Eggs hatch after 12 hours and 
larvae go through nymphal stages before becoming 
adults. Once hatched, all stages (nymphs and adults) 
of both female and male mites feed on the haemo-
lymph (blood) of the developing bee.

8. True. Tropilaelaps  is more likely to be found in 
capped drone brood – possibly because of the longer 
metamorphosis time for drone brood. The preference 
for drone brood is not as marked as with varroa.

9. True. This greater dependence on brood for 

survival means that if a hive is deprived on brood for 
about a week, the tropilaelaps in that hive will die.

10. True. The need for continuous breeding by the 
mite means that entry to Australia would be by an es-
tablished hive rather than an isolated clump of bees.

QUIZ BY DAVE WILSON  
TECHNICAL REVIEW BY BRUCE WHITE. 

IMAGES (C) ZACHARY HUANG, CYBERBEE.NET

WINNER:  SURVEY
Congratulations to Michael Clark who receives our lucky 

draw prize for completing the recent online survey about the 
2018 Conference and Trade Show. Michael receives a jar of 
honey from the NSW Governor’s apiary plus $40 to spend on 
ABA merchandise at our online store beekeepers.asn.au/shop

Michael is treasurer of Macarthur Beekeepers, has 10 hives 
on acreage at Austral and has been a beekeeper for around 
three years. He sent us this charming photo of a swarm that 
settled on a pair of his workboots hanging from a fence post.

IDENTIFY EUCALYPTS
Looking for something to do this weekend? 

Sydney branch of the NSW Apiarists’ Association 
is presenting a Eucalypt Identification course by 

Van Klaphake at Nalawala Sustainability Hub, 
Fairfield Showground, Smithfield Road,  

Prairiewood. It runs from 8.30 to 5 on both days 
(Saturday and Sunday August 4 and 5).  

Students will learn correct specimen collection, 
and how to identify leaf, bark and fruit  

characteristics of trees. 

Contact Tanya on 0414 501 198,   
or Van Klaphake on 02 9602 8589 or email  

sydneybranch@NSWAA.com.au to find out more.

Cost: $195 per person. Morning and afternoon 
tea provided. Lunch is $20. Booking essential.
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ABA SURVEY 

Conference: the survey 

Earlier this month we surveyed members 
about the recent ABA conference and 
trade show on the Central Coast. We 

wanted to hear about your lasting impres-
sions and to gauge enthusiasm for future 
events. Here’s what you had to say
More than 150 ABA members took part in the survey.  

Conference show bags were a big hit. 98.8% of at-
tendees rated them positively, with more than a third 
saying “10 out of 10”.  The biggest endorsement is 
that 88% have kept and are using practical items they 
were given in the bags. Half described their reaction 
as being “delighted” and nearly a third have sought 
out more information from organisations that fea-
tured in the bags. 

87% gave a ‘top tier’ ranking to the variety of talks on 
the conference programme. “Inspirational”, “passion-
ate”, “technical”, “brilliant” and “diverse” were some 
of the descriptions left in the comments box. A few 
found some talks a bit more academic than they had 
expected but others raved about how they had learned 
much and been challenged. We think this comment 
summed up the scheduling dilemma well: “You are 
never going to please everyone because people wil be 
at a different level on their bee journey.”

Costa’s talk made a lasting impression. Many re-
spondees singled out this and the opening by NSW 
Governor David Hurley as worthy of special mention. 
The enthusiasm spilled over across the day, with one 
attendee observing: “The speakers were terriffic. 
Looked like they really enjoyed being there rather than 
just another talk.”

Oh, that airconditioning! It pulled down the scores for 
the venue, but overall attendees were happy with the 

facilities and the friendly staff. Some wanted more leg 
room; others loved the extra screens.

Refreshments? Most would agree with this com-
ment:“I feel the quality was adequate and cost very 
reasonable.” But we heard many times that the queu-
ing was a hassle.

Everyone was positive about the way the conference 
was organised. “Just a wonderful team working to-
gether” and “It ran like clockwork”. “Slick.”  

For many, the opportunity to meet up with other bee-
keepers was a bonus. A “delight.” “Amazing.” “There 
were so many!” “Beekeepers everywhere.” Some 
called it networking; others just loved making new 
friends and talking about bees.  

We asked specifically about what disappointed and 
have taken all comments on board. Some singled 
out specific food or seating arrangements, talks they 
didn’t enjoy as much as others, or the fact that the 
trade show was on different day in a different place.

We appreciate that many took the effort to add 
positive suggestions and noted that they were only 
detailing issues because we did ask for faults. More 
practical sessions, more about native bees, specific 
recommendations for bee-friendly plants, natural 
beekeeping . . . we received lots of suggestions for 
topics that members were keen to hear about. 

But a great number were simply full of praise about 
the weekend. “I was stunned with all aspects of Fri 
and Sat, (ex-military hard to be stunned)” said one 
attendee. And another who missed out this time 
around, voted enthusiastically for another conference 
in the future: “Everyone who went stated that it was 
fantastic.” 

Which just leaves room for a comment from speaker 
Stuart Anderson, co-inventor of the Flow hive writing 
to all subscribers of his newsletter recently: “I know 
this wrap-up is pretty bee-lated, but that’s not a re-
flection how wonderful the event was! There was such 
a remarkable amount of enthusiasm – every conver-
sation I had could have gone on for much longer.” 

We wholeheartedly agree!  Thanks everyone. 
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BIOSECURITY 

Know your code
All beekeepers in Australia are governed by The Australian Honey Bee 
Industry Biosecurity Code of Practice

The rules are clear and cannot be avoided. To download your 
copy, go to the Resources for Beekeepers section of our website at 
beekeepers.asn.au. It is clear and easy to follow. The rules apply to 
both recreational and commercial beekeepers (though keepers with 
more than 50 hives have additional responsibilities).

Here is just one question to test your knowledge of the code: 
Bert is new beekeeper and has just registered his first hive in 

NSW. He belongs to an ABA club and will soon complete a course 
on basic beekeeping. 

Despite being a newcomer Bert is still expected to be able to 
deal with diseases such as American Foul Brood disease and to 

identify pests such as tropilaelaps.
True or False? (Answer on next page)

TRAINING 

Calling all Bee  
Ambassadors 

ARE YOU a passionate and active Bee Advocate 
looking for new ideas and ways to stay motivated and 
inspired? Or do you have an outstanding Bee Advo-
cate in your community or organisation and want to 
demonstrate your appreciation for their dedication 
and commitment?

Perhaps you have a great idea and want to share it 
and grow it beyond your existing community?

Wheen Bee Foundation is holding a three-day resi-
dential training programme for leading Bee Advocates 
who are volunteer champions for a bee cause.

 The programme runs from Saturday September 8 
to Monday September 10. 

Earlybird applications have been extended to 
August 6 subject to availability, with a WBF subsidy 
reducing the fee below cost price to $770. The regular 
price for the three days of sessions, bus tour, meals 
and accommodation will be $1250. 

For further details and  
application form, go to  
wheenbeefoundation.org.au.  
Remember: the early bird  
subsidy must end on August 6.

EDUCATION 
Making Mead 

WANT TO learn to turn honey into mead? 
Michael Syme is running a three-hour workshop 

at James Ruse Agriculture High School, Carlingford, 
on Wednesday September 5 between 6 and 9 pm. 
Michael is one of only 10 people in Australia to have 
gained international mead judging qualifications in 
America. 

The session is organised by the Parramatta club.
The $25 ticket cost covers the workshop, a print-

ed booklet of instructions and supper. You will hear 
about easy and correct ways to make mead, find out 
about mead-making equipment and where to buy it, 
and have the opportunity to ask questions. 

Bookings: please contact Robyn Alderton at 
parramatta.biosecurity@beekeepers.asn.au

https://www.beekeepers.asn.au/resources-for-beekeepers/
http://beekeepers.asn.au
http://wheenbeefoundation.org.au
mailto:parramatta.biosecurity@beekeepers.asn.au


ABA Contacts 2018
Need to contact the ABA about a concern or query? 
The best place to start for general questions is to 

email the secretary  
Dave Wilson secretary@beekeepers.asn.au

Office bearers and committee members can always 
be reached for specific information or comments via 

their association email accounts 

President  
Len Verrenkamp  president@beekeepers.asn.au

Vice President and IT 
Sheila Stokes vp@beekeepers.asn.au

Treasurer 
Lyall Zweck treasurer@beekeepers.asn.au

Biosecurity 
Bruce White biosecurity@beekeepers.asn.au

Public Officer  
Arthur Garske publicofficer@beekepers.asn.au

Editor and resources  
Sue Carney editor@beekeepers.asn.au

Membership 
Vince Schnyder membership@beekeepers.asn.au

Education 
Miskell Hampton education@beekeepers.asn.au

Club development 
Sven Stephan development@beekeepers.asn.au
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Next Council 
Meeting:  
Coffs Harbour 
September 1

THE NEXT ABA Council meeting will be  
on the mid north coast. All ABA members are 
warmly invited to attend.

The meeting will be held at 
“Blue Room” 
CEX – Coffs, 
1 Vernon St 
Coffs Harbour

*The room has disabled access.

Big issues for consideration will include:

• Discussion of 2019 fees

• ABA beekeeping course  
material

• ABA conference planning

• Grants for 2019

• Involvement of clubs in  
ABA decision making 

 Please aim to arrive so the meeting can  
 commence at 9.30 am sharp. 

KNOW YOUR CODE 
ANSWER: TRUE 
Anyone who keeps bees, no matter their level of experience, must have basic knowledge of honeybee 

pests and diseases.
In a perfect world all beekeepers would complete a basic beekeeping course before taking responsibility 

for their first hive.

NEWS BITE 

50 shades of drone
Researchers have discovered that queens mate with 

far more drones than previously thought – with as 
many as 50 drones fathering bees in a single hive. 

The study from North Carolina State University used 
new sampling techniques to determine the genetic 

makeup of larvae as well as adult bees in hives and 
found much more diversity than expected.

The previous wisdom was that queens mated 
with perhaps a dozen drones. Now it is evident that 
queens mate with many more males but that some 
lines of fertilised eggs may not develop into worker 
bees. 

Further work is needed to discover the evolutionary 
advantage of this behaviour.

mailto:secretary%40beekeepers.asn.au?subject=
mailto:president%40beekeepers.asn.au%20?subject=
mailto:vp%40beekeepers.asn.au?subject=
mailto:treasurer%40beekeepers.asn.au?subject=
mailto:biosecurity%40beekeepers.asn.au?subject=
mailto:publicofficer%40beekepers.asn.au?subject=
mailto:editor%40beekeepers.asn.au?subject=
mailto:membership%40beekeepers.asn.au?subject=
mailto:education%40beekeepers.asn.au?subject=
mailto:development%40beekeepers.asn.au?subject=


BOOK REVIEW 

Guide to native  
bees in Australia 
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AUTHOR: TERRY HOUSTON. CSIRO PUBLISHING $49.99
Without a doubt, general interest in anything to do with bees is at record 

levels both in Australia and around the world. Honeybees have for a long time 
stolen the limelight. But with this guide, local native bees get to edge out 
their superstar European cousins and showcase their full glory.

Author Dr Terry Houston brings to the guide more than 50 years of experi-
ence studying and researching Australian bees both in the field and in state 
museum collections. And while his technical and entomological approach 
shines through in this detailed and logically structured manual, the writing 
is lively and approachable and filled with striking facts that make a casual 
glance memorable and a deeper read fascinating.

For instance, while Apis mellifera gets less than 
a page in the guide, consigned rightfully to a final 
chapter on introduced species, did you know that it is 
the only local bee to visit freshwater sources to drink, 
or to produce white hexagonal wax comb? Those are 
clear distinctions for a casual enthusiast that will set 
honeybees apart from the more than 1500 species of 
Australian native bees from five families and 58 gen-
era. But for the more scientifically minded, Houston 
deftly documents the characteristics of anatomy (third 
submarginal cell elongated posterolaterally, first and 
second submarginal cross-veins diverging by more 
than 90°. . .) that nail identification.

Photographs throughout are either stunningly 
beautiful, finely detailed or precisely annotated to 
distinguish colour, structure and behaviours. Togeth-
er they conjure a visual feast that invites readers to 
wonder and then seek out further explanation in the 
accompanying text. Intrigued by a photo of an army of 
splay legged insects each claiming their own personal 
space on a veined leaf? (It was dramatic enough to be 
chosen for the top centre of the book’s cover.) 

The caption labels them as Mellitidia tomentifera. 
Don’t be intimidated! The text begins, “Pronounced 
melli-tiddy-ah. . .” it goes on to explain how in north 
Queensland the males roost overnight on broad leaves 
with all individuals spaced and facing towards the leaf 
base. You can’t but then help revisit the photo, this 
time with renewed admiration.

Don’t expect long sections about making bee hotels 
or managing stingless bee colonies. (For that you are 
already lavishly catered for by other native bee guides, 
such as Tim Heard’s The Australian Native Bee Book, 
and Tocal College’s Australian Native Bees.)  

Instead, Houston’s guide concentrates on helping 
enthusiasts understand and appreciate the full range 
of bee species and  learn to distinguish their finer 
points. It won’t disappoint the more academic natural-
ist either.

At 280 pages and a neat A5 paperback format, 
this guide is meant to be used, even carried into the 
field. And it’s easy to see it becoming well-thumbed 
and dog-eared from use,  just as other CSIRO guides 
quickly become ‘bibles’ for their subject area.

Two thirds of the guide is devoted to family-by- 
family descriptions of native bees, with information 
on classification, distinguishing features and habitat.
The first 90 pages cover an overview of bees’ biology. 
With 14 pages on anatomy, readers get to understand 
form and function but then a series of short sections 
summarize information on key topics such as stings, 
nesting behaviours, flight times, sexing bees, colour 
patterns, flower visitation and more.

If you’re interested in native bees, you will find 
much in here to add to your knowledge. And if you 
have yet to spend time exploring the range of Austra-
lia’s bees, this book will surely change all that. 

A Guide to Native Bees of Australia is out this month.
– SUE CARNEY

THE VIVID MARKINGS OF THYREUS CAERULEOPUNCTATUS 
BELIE ITS SNEAKY BEHAVOUR. A TYPE OF CUCKOO BEE, THE 

FEMALE LAYS HER EGG IN THE NESTS OF BLUE BANDED BEES 
WHEN THE HOST BEE IS NOT HOME  
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BIOSECURITY RULES 

When bees are a 
nuisance - or not
Neighbourhood disputes about bees can 
get ugly. Know the rules

Some members may be aware of a situation in 
Sydney where an ABA member’s bees were subject 
to a complaint by a neighbour. The DPI sent out two 
regulatory officers from different offices on sepa-
rate days. They both concluded that the bees were 
well managed and not a nuisance.

That conclusion was then overruled by a more 
senior DPI officer and the bees deemed to be 
nuisance. They were removed from the property to 
comply with the DPI order.

Following an appeal by the ABA, that decision 
was reversed and the bees were no longer deemed 
to be nuisance. The hive was returned to the prop-
erty.

The ABA asked for clarification about this pro-
cess. PrimeFact 1639 Third edition, issued June 
2018 by Darren Butt, Biosecurity & Food Safety, 
Orange, provides an explanation. In essence,

“The Biosecurity Act 2015 (the Act) allows for action 
to be taken if bees are hived (i.e. kept in a bee box), 
and under some form of management by a person are 
found to be: 

• a danger to public health; or 
• a danger to public safety. 
The NSW Department of Primary Industries (DPI) does 

not have a legal responsibility to manage any threat or 
nuisance caused by feral colonies, such as bees in a tree 
or bee swarms. 

DPI will assess reports of bees causing a public nui-
sance against the requirements of the Act and the Austra-
lian Honey Bee Industry Biosecurity Code of Practice”

I urge you to read the complete document
www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_

file/0020/413417/Nuisance-bee-complaint-guide-
lines.pdf

All beekeepers need to be aware of the way the in-
vestigation process works. There’s no point in object-
ing if you don’t know the process.

DAVE WILSON  

VOTE FOR POLLINATOR SUPPORTERS!
IN THE LAST newsletter we shared details of a programme launched by Flow 

to award grants to community organisations for projects to help pollinators
Flow is donating $40,000 which is 100% of the profits from a bee house for native solitary bees that 

company sold in Australia and the United States last year. A panel of judges has now narrowed down 
entries to a shortlist of 12, with six from Australia. 

Among the inspired ideas making the shortlist: a proposal from Illawarra Beekeepers 
to run a school holiday programme at the club’s headquarters to introduce as 
many as 160 primary-age students to the fascinating world of bees and pollina-
tors. Other Australian finalists range from a community native bee workshop at James Cook Univer-
sity Community Gardens; barcoding native bees to investigate species’ diversity in Western Australia; 
a bee-friendly community garden in Melbourne; a Mullumbimby project to use community gardens to 
educate people about pollinators; and Trees for Bees’ project to install Australian stingless bee hives 
and habitat in local schools.

Voting is open until 14 August. So go to www.honeyflow.com.au then click on the ‘Vote Now’ banner 
image at the top of the page to read up about the projects. Voters in Australia can qualify to go in a draw 
for one of two prize packs from Flow or Pollinator Partnership. 

http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/413417/Nuisance-bee-complaint-guidelines.pdf
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/413417/Nuisance-bee-complaint-guidelines.pdf
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/413417/Nuisance-bee-complaint-guidelines.pdf
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/413417/Nuisance-bee-complaint-guidelines.pdf
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/413417/Nuisance-bee-complaint-guidelines.pdf 
http://www.honeyflow.com.au


9.00 Welcome and Introduction

9.15  Bee Biosecurity 
Dr Chris Anderson, Manager 
Plant Biosecurity Prevention & 
Preparedness, NSW DPI 

9. 30  AFB Awareness
Mark Page, Bee Biosecurity Officer 
(Surveillance), NSW DPI

10.00  Barrier Systems 
Rod Bourke, Bee Biosecurity Officer, NSW DPI 

10.30  Morning Tea - Demonstrations of pests and 
diseases inspection of a beehive and AFB smear 
preparation

11.30  Apiary Sites on Public Lands 
Nick Geoghegan, Program Coordinator—Apiary Sites, NSW DPI 

12.00  NSW DPI Queen Bee Breeding Program 
Elizabeth Frost, Honey Bee Industry Development Officer, NSW DPI

12.30  The Art of Beeswax 
Bill Winner 

1.00  Lunch - Demonstrations of opening, splitting 
and rehousing a native stingless beehive; pests 
and diseases inspection of a beehive; box and 
frame construction; mead making; creamed 
honey; wax wraps; candle making.

3.00  Flow Research and Development Update 
Dr Emily Grace

3.20  Honey Bee STDs 
Tom Gillard (BVSc) PhD Candidate

3.40  Native Bees in Applied Pollination 
Dr Tobias Smith

4.00  Raffle draw and close

An event for beekeepers 
and beekeepers-to-bee

Saturday 13th of 
October 2018

Tocal College,  
815 Tocal Road  
Paterson NSW

39th ANNUAL

Trade show, hive construction demonstrations, honey 
tastings and sales, food and coffee available all day.

Enquiries: email tocal.bees@dpi.nsw.gov.au

2018

Tocal Beekeepers’ Field Day



BEHAVIOUR

Bees’ Toes 
With all the folklore applause for bees’ knees, 
these leg parts have been squarely over-
looked

Honey bees have had a close relationship with 
humans for thousands of years and have been inten-
sively studied and observed by both scientists and 
beekeepers. Despite the accumulation of knowledge 
and ever increasing understanding of bee behavior, 
there are still a number of mysteries that bees guard. 
One of these behaviours is festooning. If you have 
ever been in a hive and noticed the bees seem clingy 
and hang from or between frames in chains, you have 
seen festooning.

It is not currently known why bees exhibit festoon-
ing behaviour. There is general agreement, however, 
that the behaviour is associated with wax production 
and is most commonly seen in the spring when comb 
is being drawn or repaired. 

One thought is that the bees cling to each other 
tightly to increase temperature and facilitate secretion 
of wax from glands on the underside of the abdo-
men. Another thought is that the bees are using their 
bodies as a sort of measuring device to assist in comb 
orientation and maintain the appropriate bee space 
critical to comb architecture. There is also a thought 
that festooning allows the bees to create a living scaf-
fold or bridge in open space to aid the construction 
process. While the ‘why’ of festooning isn’t entirely 
clear, the ‘how’ can be observed by working slowly 
through a colony and gently separating frames result-
ing in lattices and chains of bees between adjacent 
combs. As these chains are stretched to several bees 
in length, it becomes evident that they are using their 
toes to hold onto each other and capable of quite a bit 
of contortion so long as they remain hooked to other 
bees.
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A chain of festooning bees represents an 
intriguing but unsolved behaviour

The ‘toes’ that cling to each other are technically 
tarsal claws, the last segments of the end of each 
leg. Each of the six legs terminates in a pair of claws 
that together with the other structures of the lower 
leg provide a great deal of dexterity. In addition to 
hanging onto comb and other bees during festooning, 
tarsal claws allow bees to grip a variety of surfaces 
and textures which is particularly useful when forag-
ing. Tarsal claws also allow bees to attach themselves 
to each other when hanging in a swarm or bearding in 
excessively hot or humid conditions. 

Having spent a dozen years working with bees, I 
have gained a decent understanding of many of their 
actions.  Nevertheless, I’m glad that the bees still keep 
a few secrets to themselves. I always consider fes-
tooning a sign of spring and abundant resources in the 
environment that allow for colony growth and comb 
construction. In addition to being a general sign of 
good colony health, festooning is aesthetically pleas-
ing. Every time I see it, I can’t help but think the bees 
are putting on a bit of a gymnastic display.  

DAN WYNS FOR BEEINFORMED.ORG
TEXT AND PHOTOS REPRODUCED WITH  

PERMISSION OF THE BEE INFORMED PARTNERSHIP 

 

THIS PAIR OF FESTOONING BEES SHOWS THE FULL 
DEXTERITY PROVIDED BY THE TARSAL CLAWS

SHOWING THE 
FULL STRENGTH 

AND UTILITY 
OF THE TARSAL 

CLAWS, THIS BEE 
CLINGS TO A  

CHERRY BLOS-
SOM BY A SINGLE 

FORELEG

http://BEEINFORMED.ORG


Pollen in the spotlight
CONGRATULATIONS to ABA president Len Verrenkamp and Max Rae (secretary of Central Coast Amateur 

Beekeepers) for taking out first prize in the Pollen, Cleaned and Dried class at the 3rd Australian Bee Congress 
Honey Show. Len and Max (below far right) were presented with their trophy at the Congress Gala Dinner at 
Royal Pines Resort on the Gold Coast in May.

MNC CLUB LIFE MEMBER: FRANK KARABAIC
FRANK KARABAIC recently became the first member of the Mid North Coast club to be awarded 

Life Membership. The club recognised Frank and his partner Faye’s significant contributions to the 
club since its formation.  Described by fellow members as “a bee whisperer, “ Frank continues to 
share his rich bee knowledge with local beekeepers, and Frank’s “Hive Hints” columns in his club’s 
and this newsletter will be familiar to many.  Congratulations Frank.

MEMBER NEWS

15  THE AMATEUR BEEKEEPER  AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2018

Here, Len explains why pollen is so important to bees 
and why you might want to consider gathering and exhib-
iting this perfect companion to honey

Why was this jar of pollen better than the others?
Pollen is the bees’ protein source and, just like us, 

they require a varied diet to maintain good health.
Not all pollens are created equal, with crude protein 

contents varying from around 7% for casuarina and 
pine pollen, to around 30% for spotted gum. 

When looking at a jar of pollen, variation in colour 
is one of the keys, This indicates the bees have been 
gathering from a number of different plant species 

providing that variation diet.
This pollen was collected on the NSW Central Coast 

from an area that has a number of large gardens. We 
believe the black pollen is produced by a lilium.

So if you are eating pollen as a health food, have a 
good look at what you are buying (unless, of course, 
you are collecting your own). If it’s all one colour then 
search for another bag or two that are different in co-
lour and mix them together. That way you’re ensuring 
you get that variation.

Why enter a jar of honey or pollen in a competi-
tion?

It’s about continual improvement as a beekeeper 
and presenting the products your bees produce in the 
best possible way. 

Honey is no longer considered a commodity; it’s a 
premium natural product. And whether we’re gifting it 
to friends and family or selling at the local fruit shop, 
we need to make sure it’s presented to showcase that 
high quality. 

So challenge yourself and enter a competition at 
your local show or even the Royal Easter Show. 

You just never know what might take place.



DIY GADGETS

THE INVETERATE INVENTOR is . . .  
  branding hive boxes 

Here’s how one DIYer puts his rego number on his bee boxes

Looking to join a club?  

Go to beekeepers.asn.au and click APPLY TO JOIN. 
Applications and payments can be made online but the mem-

bership process is not complete until the relevant local club has 
approved the application. 

Club executive change from time to time so we recommend  
contacting the club by the ABA email rather than personal  
accounts.  This is [club name] [dot] [role] @beekeepers.asn.au

For example, to reach the Bathurst Club Secretary, email 
bathurst.secretary@beekeepers.asn.au 

BATHURST
BEGA VALLEY
CENTRAL COAST
EUROBODALLA
GOULBURN
HAWKESBURY
HUNTER VALLEY
ILLAWARRA
INNER WEST
MACARTHUR
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MOST BEEKEEPERS know that their bee hives need 
to be marked to show who they belong to. But what 
does the “Beekeepers Code” say?

Each hive must be clearly and legibly marked with the 
beekeeper’s allocated hive identification code (mark) in 
accordance with relevant state or territory legislation. 

In NSW that means the person’s registration num-
ber, as allocated by the Department of Primary Indus-
tries. Traditionally it started with the first letter of the 
beekeeper’s family name followed by several digits. 
More recently the identifier begins with the letter “N” 
for NSW followed by the first letter of the family name 
and a number code.

To be clear: the identification code is not the DPI 
“transaction” number printed on DPI documents. This 
transaction number is typically more than 8 charac-
ters long.

But how to mark your boxes?At one time this was 
done with a branding iron. The iron was heated in a 
fire and seared into the outside of the bee box. Brand-
ing was intended to make the mark difficult to remove 
so as to deter thieves. Often a smaller brand was used 
to mark the top bars of individual frames.

The Inveterate Inventor has a brand made by a 
friend but has had difficulty getting the brand hot 
enough to leave a decent impression on the bee box.  
(A check on eBay shows a new generation of brands 
that fit onto gas or electric heaters.)

Regulations no longer require the beekeeper regis-
tration number to be marked into the surface on the 
brood box – it can go on any box so long as it is “clear-
ly displayed” at least once on every hive. 

So what are some durable alternatives to branding?  

Here’s my nail punch method.
First create a template in the size you want. 
Basic text editing software such as Microsoft Word 

or similar is fine. Select a simple, solid font (I used Cal-
ibri in size 155) and print out your hive mark on paper.

But how to transfer it onto a painted wooden box?

MANNING VALLEY
MID NORTH COAST
MUDGEE
NEPEAN
NORTHERN BEACHES
NORTHERN RIVERS
PARRAMATTA
SHOALHAVEN
SOUTHERN HIGHLANDS
SYDNEY
YASS 

	

Tape the paper 
to the outside 
of the bee box 
where you want 
the number dis-
played. 

Then using a 
small nail punch 
and hammer, 
punch through 
the printed char-
acters. 

Keep the punch marks close together and in some 
form of consistent pattern to produce a clear result. 
Strip away the paper when you have finished. Con-
trasting paint can be rubbed into the holes and the 
bee brand is complete. 

Functionality rather than elegance characterises 
this approach but it 
gets the job done.

Look out for 
more options on 
bee box identifi-
cation marks in 
coming issues.

http://beekeepers.asn.au



