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Introduction: bees in the urban environment
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Do bees thrive in an urban environment? This may seem a superfluous question, given the subject of this book, but bees are extremely adaptable and will tolerate many things that we, as beekeepers, subject them to. One answer is another question: ‘Why not?’ And, indeed, why shouldn’t they, as long as their needs for food, water and housing are met?


What we will consider in this book is what we, as beekeepers, can do to work with the bees to give them the best possible chance of thriving in an urban environment, while being aware of our neighbours and the various health and safety factors affecting both us and our bees.
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Traditionally, we associate bees with the picture-postcard image of a cottage in the country, roses round the door and a hive or two tucked among the flowers in the riotous borders. This may have been the case many years ago, when farm workers and country folk might keep a couple of colonies to provide their family with honey and perhaps beeswax for candles or polish. However, life has changed and this idyllic situation has essentially disappeared. We are now in the age of large acreages of monoculture crops, with diminishing areas of hedgerows and meadows to provide the varied diet bees need. Towns and cities have expanded and we seem to be determined to cover the ground with concrete and tarmac.


Country beekeeping has changed and urban beekeeping is on the increase. No doubt another factor contributing to the rise of beekeeping in urban areas is the media coverage of the problems facing not only honeybees but also the whole range of pollinators. Honeybees have tended to steal the headlines, particularly with the huge colony losses experienced by commercial beekeepers in America, first reported in 2006. Checking their hives in the spring, the beekeepers found that a large number of their colonies had been decimated. The majority of the worker bees had simply disappeared, leaving only a queen and a small number of attendant workers. The problem was that the missing workers were simply that – missing! There was no sign of them having crawled out of the hive and died. They had simply left.


Theories about why this phenomenon, dubbed Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD), occurred have abounded. Some, such as new viruses, are feasible; others, such as that the bees had been translated up into heaven, less so. Many thousands of dollars have been put into research worldwide looking for a cause and attempting to find a cure, but all we know to date is that a number of different factors cause CCD.


The latest suspect is neonicotinoid pesticides, which are blamed for honey bee memory loss. Thus the bees fly out and then cannot find their way home. Much of the work being done is very technical and the results from different studies can appear to contradict one another. I am neither a chemist, a toxicologist, a biologist nor an animal behaviourist, so at this stage I would not like to give a definitive opinion, as I believe more work needs to be done. However, if there is one good aspect of CCD, it is that, from the research carried out, we now know a lot more about bees, their biology and behaviour. And that cannot be a bad thing. Maybe every cloud does have some sort of a silver lining, after all.
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Remember this








Honeybees are the same whether they live in an urban or a rural location. Beekeeping is essentially the same in an urban environment as in a rural one, but the emphasis on certain aspects is different. The most important things you need to be aware of are good-tempered bees, swarm control, your neighbours, and health and safety.
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There is no doubt that the environments for countryside bees and urban bees are different. So do urban bees have any advantages over their countryside cousins?


Firstly, they are likely to have access to a wider range of flowers over a longer blooming period. In the countryside where there is a pattern of monoculture, once the feast is over, the bees may well face a famine, or at least hard times as they search for forage in the sparse hedgerows. In an urban situation, bees can have access to parks and gardens. Whenever I fly into Heathrow Airport and look out of the window, I am always struck by the number and size of the parks within the city of London and this pattern is repeated in urban conurbations elsewhere.


Another benefit for urban bees is that the temperature is generally slightly higher in a built-up area compared with the open countryside, giving the bees an earlier and longer season and assistance in winter survival.


However, these are necessarily very generalized statements. Bees placed in the middle of a concrete jungle with no access to food and water will not survive. Before becoming an urban beekeeper, you need to assess the suitability of your location for your new charges. This is not just food and water but a generally suitable living environment. As I said, bees are extremely adaptable – within limits – but to be a successful urban beekeeper your situation must also be suitable.


In this book we will consider the bees and their requirements and also those necessary for you to be able to enjoy and be successful in your new hobby.
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Key ideas








✽  Urban situations offer a honeybee colony a greater variety of forage over a longer period.


✽  The average temperature is warmer in built-up areas and this can affect the timing of the colony’s annual cycle.


✽  By keeping bees, you are taking responsibility for living creatures and so you commit yourself to ensuring that their needs are met and they are kept as healthy as possible.
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Focus points








✽  Bees are very adaptable and can live equally successfully in urban and rural situations.


✽  However, to do so, they need suitable and sufficient forage within flying distance of their hives.


✽  Honeybee populations are declining because of various factors, some understood and some unknown.
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Next step








The next chapter takes a closer look at the honeybee itself and the component parts of the colony – the queen, the worker and the drone. The life cycle of individual bees and the colony as a whole will be discussed and the need for proper preparations if you want to become a beekeeper. We will take a general look at the life cycle of individual bees and the colony as a whole, and outline why you need to make proper preparations if you want to become a beekeeper.
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All about the honeybee
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What do you know about these insects that you wish to look after? The two commonest facts that everyone knows about bees are that they make honey (delicious) and they sting (not such good news). There is a lot more that you, as a beekeeper, need to know. I cannot emphasize strongly enough that the more you understand about the honey bee, its life cycle and behaviour, the more you will enjoy your beekeeping. Unfortunately, some people dive into beekeeping with only a sketchy, idealistic picture of what might be involved. This is not good news for the bees or the other human residents in their area. Of course, if you are reading this, that comment obviously does not apply to you!
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The honeybee colony


Honeybees are what are known as ‘social insects’. This means that they live in a group, the colony, and individuals cannot survive for any length of time in isolation. The colony itself can be regarded as an entity, sometimes referred to as a ‘superorganism’. This means that the individuals within it perform different roles, which, together, maintain the colony’s existence.


As the name implies, honeybees produce honey. They do not do this for our benefit, but for theirs. They visit flowers from which they suck up nectar, carrying it back to the nest in their honey crop (an extra stomach). Once there, they pass the nectar to worker bees in the hive, and these worker bees add enzymes, evaporate off water and turn it into honey. The honey is used as a carbohydrate food and stored to sustain the colony during the winter when there is no forage available.


As bees visit flowers, they also collect pollen. The pollen is also taken back to the nest, in loads on their back legs. Here it is used as a protein food and is a component of the food fed to the developing larvae. Flowers have evolved alongside bees and other pollinating insects as the collection and transportation of pollen between one bloom and another is the way that flowers set seed, thus ensuring future generations.


Bees also collect water and a sticky resin called propolis, which they use to plug gaps in the hive and cover over things that they cannot or do not wish to eject from the nest. (All these subjects will be covered in more detail in later chapters.)


The composition of the colony


A colony generally contains one queen bee, up to a few thousand male drone bees, and tens of thousands of female worker bees. The female sex comprises two castes, queen and worker.


THE QUEEN BEE


Most people know that a bee colony contains a single queen. (There are times when there is more than one, but that is not for consideration here.) The queen is an egg-laying machine, pure and simple. Once she has mated, her sole function is to produce more bees. Genetics is a complicated enough discipline to start with, but with bees it is even more so.


In humans, all eggs are fertilized and, depending on the combination of chromosomes, produce a boy or a girl. In bees, the queen has the ability to fertilize an egg before she lays it, or she can lay an unfertilized one. Both of these eggs can develop into viable adults. The fertilized eggs produce female (worker) bees and the unfertilized ones result in males (drones).


The majority of the colony consists of workers, with drones being produced only when they might be needed for mating with new virgin queens, but more of that later.


The queen is somewhat larger than the worker, but not massively so, as you would find in an ant colony. She must be able to fly because she mates on the wing and, if the colony swarms, she must be able to fly to the new nest site. Her abdomen is larger than that of a worker because it contains her two ovaries, full of developing eggs. She is the only female capable of mating and she does so within a week or so of emergence. Mating takes place at a drone congregation area – a place to which both drones and virgin queens fly. It’s a bit like girls and boys meeting up at a nightclub or in the pub. The queen mates with 12 to 20 drones – the more the better!


The act of mating kills the drone as it involves the eversion of his endophallus (sexual parts). He falls backwards and away from the queen, leaving the bits behind. Presumably he has a smile on his face! The next drone removes the blockage before he mates, repeating the cycle. On rare occasions, the ‘mating sign’ can be seen at the end of the queen’s abdomen as she returns to the hive. Presumably it is either pulled out by the workers or shrivels and falls out, because the passage must be clear when she starts laying eggs.


The queen stores the received sperm in a small spherical vessel called the spermatheca. This opens into the oviduct, a valve at the end allowing the queen to deposit sperm on a passing egg, or not, as the case may be. Generally, the queen receives and stores sufficient sperm to last her lifetime, although some believe that she may go on additional mating flights.
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Key idea








Whether an egg is fertilized or unfertilized, what is important to grasp is that both types can still hatch, develop and turn into adults.


[image: image]


THE WORKER


The worker bee (Fig. 2.1) is female, developing from a fertilized egg. Her abdomen contains vestigial ovaries and, in certain circumstances, she can lay eggs. However, since she cannot mate, these can produce only drones. Thus, if a colony loses its queen, fails to replace her and develops ‘laying workers’, it is doomed.
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Figure 2.1 A worker western honeybee


The workers live up to their name and are responsible for maintaining life within the colony. They maintain the brood, build comb, guard the entrance and forage for nectar and pollen.


When a worker emerges from her cell, her first task is to clean out recently vacated cells. As she matures, she moves through a series of tasks within the hive and is known as a ‘house bee’. The timing of these tasks can be listed but, because we are talking about living individuals within a superorganism, this is only a rough guide. As the needs of the colony change, so workers can stay at a job longer than usual or accelerate their progression.


The usual sequence is as follows:


  1  Cleaning cells (1–3 days)


  2  a  Brood rearing (3–15 days)


b  Looking after the queen (3–15 days)


  3  a  Receiving and storing nectar and pollen (3–15 days)


b  Secreting wax and building comb (10–18 days)


  4  Ventilation of the nest (20+ days)


  5  Guarding the nest (20+ days)


  6  Foraging (20–40 days).


The worker’s adult lifespan during the summer is up to 40 days, with approximately the first half being spent in the hive undertaking tasks 1 to 3. At 16–20 days old, a worker is ‘middle-aged’ and can switch between inside and outside tasks. This flexibility enables individuals to respond to the needs of the colony.


Over winter, a worker bee can live for around six months, but more about that later.


Worker bees are the ones that can sting you. The queen does have a sting but she reserves this for stinging rival queens. It is smooth and can be withdrawn from the victim and reused. The worker’s sting is barbed and lodges in the victim. The sting shaft has three parts: a duct from the venom sac down which the venom flows, ‘zipped’ together with two barbed lancets. When the shaft goes into the victim, muscles move the two lancets backwards and forwards. The barbs catch in the skin, so the ‘backwards’ movement of one lancet helps push the other further in. When the worker either flies off or is brushed off, the sting apparatus and intestines are pulled out of its body. The bee will die shortly afterwards.


If (when) you are stung, remove the sting as quickly as possible. Some people will tell you not to pull it out as this squeezes more venom into the wound, but research has shown that the speed of removal is more important than how it is removed.


The first couple of times you are stung, you may not see a reaction. However, with subsequent stings, the wound will itch and swell, sometimes spectacularly. For most beekeepers, their reaction gradually gets less with more stings. Be warned! You may not react much but a sting will still hurt, however long you have been keeping bees. However, some people are allergic to bee venom and it can cause anaphylactic shock. The victim has difficulty breathing and, in extreme cases, can die if adrenalin is not administered very quickly. If you prove to be allergic but wish to continue beekeeping, consult your doctor and make sure that you never go to the apiary alone. Always carry a charged mobile phone so the emergency services can be called if necessary.


THE DRONE


The third type of bee in the colony is the male drone. Drones have been described as lazy and, indeed, they do not take an active part in the colony’s maintenance. Generally, they are fed by workers, although they will take nectar or honey from well-filled cells.


The drone’s main function is to be available to mate with a virgin queen, thus ensuring the continuity of the species. Drones may also perform a secondary function as ‘draught excluders’ as they are often found congregated at the outer edges of the brood nest. Drones are responsible for the morale of the colony.


The life cycle of the honeybee


Every bee begins life as an egg laid by the queen (Fig. 2.2). Eggs are laid in the hexagonal cells of the beeswax comb. Cells are built on either side of a beeswax midrib and are offset so that the bases interlock. In a natural situation, such as a swarm occupying a natural cavity, comb is built in a continuous sheet from top to bottom. Because beekeepers want to manipulate a colony, they use wooden frames containing sheets of beeswax embossed with the cell pattern (foundation). This gives the bees a start and also helps ensure that they build comb where we want them to. Worker cells are the most numerous and are smaller than those used to raise drones. Queen cells are different, hanging down from the face of the comb.
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Figure 2.2 The life cycle of the honeybee


All eggs hatch into larvae after three days, but then the development of the different bees starts to diverge. There are two types of brood food – worker jelly and royal jelly. Initially, all larvae receive royal jelly. After the second day, worker larvae move on to worker jelly but queen larvae continue to receive royal jelly. Queen larvae are given a lot more food than worker larvae and the higher sugar content appears to encourage them to eat more as well, thus making them grow more quickly.


The larvae then metamorphose into adults. At this stage, the house bees seal the cells with beeswax. The cappings of worker cells are more or less flat while those of drones are domed to accommodate the larger insect. The cells of queen larvae are sealed on day 8, those of workers on day 9 and for drones it is day 10. Change into the adult form takes 8, 12 and 14 days respectively. The total developmental times are:


•  queen – 16 days


•  worker – 21 days


•  drone – 24 days.


Learn these timings, especially those for the queen and worker, as they are pivotal in understanding the different methods of swarm control. If you understand the first principles, you will be in a position to take appropriate action if you meet an unexpected situation when you look at your bees.
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Remember this








The development times for the queen, workers and drones are important as they impinge on other beekeeping manipulations.
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The life cycle of the colony


In theory, the honeybee colony is everlasting. Individuals come and go but, as long as there is a properly mated, laying queen, the colony will continue. Of course, in practice, it is not like this, since survival relies on other factors such as food availability and the absence of disease.


As the colony year is cyclical, it is difficult to know where to begin but spring seems as good a place as any. As the days lengthen, the queen increases her egg-laying rate. This means there are more larvae to feed and the nurse bees access pollen and honey from the stores to provide this. Foragers leave the hive when the weather is suitable and collect more supplies from the early flowers.


Beekeeper or not, you can help bees at this critical time of year by planting spring-flowering bulbs such as crocus and grape hyacinth and shrubs such as male pussy willow. For those with limited garden space, the weeping Kilmarnock willow is ideal.


The colony continues to expand and surplus nectar is stored above the brood nest as honey. This is when you need to provide more storage space. Failure to do so may encourage the colony to swarm.


Swarming is a natural process, which can be thought of as colony reproduction. The queen leaves the hive with about half its bees and establishes a new colony in a suitable cavity. Research by Thomas Seeley at Cornell University, New York, has shown that bees prefer one with a capacity of approximately 40 litres (11 US gallons), 3–4 m (10–13 ft) above the ground, with a small entrance facing south. Well, we can’t always have our ideal home, so scout bees investigate several cavities and estimate the volume, looking for the one that comes closest. The manmade beehive closest to the ideal ‘des res’ is the Langstroth design, but bees seem happy to live in other hive types, especially when the space is expanded with extra boxes.


In the old hive, new queens are raised, each leaving the hive with more bees to set up their own colonies. Eventually, the bees in the original colony ‘decide’ that losing more bees would jeopardize their survival and so one queen is selected and any others killed. This virgin queen mates on the wing and, on returning, heads the colony, ensuring its continuation.


The colony continues to gather and store food in readiness for the winter. Later in the summer, as day length shortens, the queen reduces her egg laying and the colony size diminishes.


As winter approaches, the bees begin to cluster together, maintaining a constant temperature at the centre. The queen lays either very few or no eggs and the bees gradually eat their way through their food stores. The honey consumed is converted to heat by the vibration of their flight muscles, which can be disconnected from the wings themselves. Bees on the outside of the cluster cool down. They then move into the middle to be replaced by ‘warm’ bees.


Eventually, days begin to lengthen and the cycle begins all over again.
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Key idea








The colony has an annual pattern, expanding in the spring, collecting and storing honey, contracting in the autumn and living off its honey stores during the winter.
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Honeybee subspecies


The honeybees kept in the UK and America are western honeybees (Apis mellifera). They nest in cavities to protect them from predators and help them keep warm. Other bees, notably the Asian honey bees Apis dorsata, Apis laboriosa, Apis florea and Apis andreniformis, build a single comb out in the open and utilize a curtain of bees to perform these functions.


There are four major subspecies of Apis mellifera:


•  Apis mellifera carnica – the carniolan bee found from the Alps to Slovenia, Croatia and Serbia.


•  Apis mellifera caucasica – the Caucasian bee, found in the mountainous area between the Black and Caspian seas, from southern Russia to Azerbaijan.


•  Apis mellifera ligustica – the Italian bee, originating in that country but now found all around the world.


•  Apis mellifera mellifera – the dark European bee of northern Europe and western Russia. This is the bee native to the British Isles, although it has been widely hybridized with imports of Apis mellifera ligustica and Apis mellifera carnica.


Other bee species


It is worth mentioning other bee species you will see in your garden. All are important pollinators but they have different lifecycles from the honeybee, and they are usually either bumblebees or solitary bees.


•  Bumblebees: There are currently 24 species of bumblebee in the UK, the commonest being Bombus terrestris, the buff-tailed bumblebee. A mated queen hibernates during the winter, emerging in spring to search for a suitable nest site. Initially, she does all the work – collecting pollen and nectar, building wax cells, laying eggs, incubating them, feeding the larvae and capping their cells. As new workers emerge, they join in foraging activities and eventually the queen remains in the nest just laying eggs. Towards the end of the season (which varies according to species), new queens and drones are produced and mate. The new queens hibernate and the old nest perishes.


•  Solitary bees: Solitary bees are what they say on the tin. Males and females emerge in the spring and mate. The females then find a suitable nest cavity, provision it with pollen, moistened with nectar, and lay an egg. The cell is then sealed and left to develop on its own. The adults emerge the following spring. Solitary bees often look for tubes such as hollow plant stems. Cells are constructed in sequence from the end to the opening.


If you want to encourage pollinators, you can buy bumblebee nest boxes and also solitary bee nests consisting of a bundle of suitable tubes. I would particularly recommend the latter, which can give you a great deal of enjoyment. Bumblebees often take over old mouse or birds’ nests and I have frequently been called to a ‘swarm’ of bumblebees in a bird box.


Neither male bumblebees nor male solitary bees have a sting. The females do, but rarely use them. Those of solitary bees are very small and generally cannot pierce human skin. Bumblebees are mostly non-aggressive, preferring to warn you by lifting their middle leg into the air. If you persist and move closer, they will raise two legs and turn on their backs to show you their sting. However, they rarely use it. If they do, they will survive because it is not barbed. Recently, the tree bumblebee (Bombus hypnorum) has spread into the UK from the Continent. It tends to be more defensive of its nest than other species. All bees, including bumblebees, will ignore you when they are out foraging.
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Remember this








Bumblebees and solitary bees also act as pollinators, but they cannot be managed in the same way as a honeybee colony.
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Bees as livestock


Long gone are the days when a colony of bees could be left to its own devices at the bottom of the garden until it was time to take off the honey crop. Our bees are now afflicted with the varroa mite (Varroa destructor), which feeds on the blood of the developing larva and transmits and activates deadly viruses in the process. This is in addition to the ‘standard’ set of potential diseases such as American foul brood, European foul brood, Nosema, Acarine and the chalkbrood fungus.


Waiting in the wings, so to speak, are other nasties. The Asian hornet (Vespa velutina), which can destroy a honeybee colony in a short space of time, has spread through France and is waiting for an opportunity to cross the Channel. Likewise, the small hive beetle (Aethina tumida), which makes a mess in the hive and can totally spoil the stored honey, has now been positively identified in colonies in southern Italy.


I suspect it is only a matter of time before these exotic pests reach the UK. However, beekeepers have proved as resilient and adaptable as the honeybee itself and I have no doubt that beekeeping will continue. It will be different, but beekeepers have overcome other challenges, such as when the acreage of oilseed rape expanded across the country and – even more so – when the varroa mite arrived.


If any of the above puts you off the idea of becoming a beekeeper, I suggest that you don’t keep bees. You might have thought I would be all in favour of as many people keeping bees as possible. In one way I am, but I want those beekeepers to be well educated in the ways of their bees and competent to look after them properly ‘in sickness and in health’. To keep bees well, you need to realize that they are like cattle or sheep or chickens. They are livestock, even though they fly out of the hive to do their own thing and don’t need your attention several times a day. They may be able largely to look after themselves but, if you want to call yourself a beekeeper, it is your responsibility to give them the care and attention they require.
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Remember this








By becoming a beekeeper, you are taking responsibility for living beings that need to be cared for.
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Key ideas








✽  There are three types of bee in a colony: the queen, the only one capable of laying fertilized eggs; many female workers, which perform duties to maintain the colony’s existence; and drones, whose primary job is to mate with virgin queens.


✽  Individual honeybees cannot survive for long on their own.


✽  Each individual follows a lifecycle pattern from egg to larva to pupa to adult. It then performs the functions for which it is suited, and eventually dies.


[image: image]









	
[image: image]



	

Focus points








✽  Honeybees are social insects, living together in a colony that can be regarded as a superorganism.


✽  The queen is essential to the colony’s existence as she is the mother of all the constituent bees.


✽  The workers are female but are unable to mate and lay fertilized eggs. If they do lay eggs, these develop into drones.


✽  The drones are male and are raised as the colony expands in spring so that they are available to mate with any virgin queens that are produced.


✽  The honeybee colony is designed to survive from year to year. Bumblebees and solitary bees have annual lifecycles, with new queens being produced each year to carry on the species in the following one.
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Next step








The next chapter will consider where you can keep your bees. It will look at the requirements for an apiary site at home, on an allotment or a roof, and how important it is to consider your neighbours. Aspects to be considered include ease of access, forage availability in the area, protection from the wind, working space and the provision of water.
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Siting an apiary
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An apiary is defined as ‘a place where bees are kept; a collection of beehives’. This means anywhere you keep your bees. You may have space in your back garden or decide to keep hives on the flat roof of your garage. Many hotels and public buildings now have rooftop apiaries. You will also find apiaries on allotments, where local regulations allow, or sited on areas of wasteland. In one sense anything goes, but in an urban situation you have to take several other factors into account when siting an apiary. You need to think about the amount of space you have, ease of access, shelter from the wind, and the amount of forage and water that will be available for the bees. Above all, you need to consider your neighbours: trouble with bees and neighbours is something that cannot be mended.
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The urban garden


Urban gardens are usually small, which means that your neighbours are very close. If you plan to site an apiary in your garden, you must think about the impact your bees may have on others. When you open the hive and look at your bees, you will be wearing protective clothing, including a veil over your face. Modern veils are excellent and, absorbed in the fascinating task in hand, you may be totally unaware of how your bees are reacting. They may not be stinging you, but they may have gone next door and be attacking your neighbours.


Your neighbours have a right to enjoy their property and will not be pleased if they have to stay indoors on a sunny day because you are inspecting your bees. Although you can take steps to minimize any disturbance to the neighbourhood, a tiny garden is not the best place for beehives. Some urban councils, especially in the USA, do not allow beekeeping within the city limits, although this rule is gradually being relaxed in many places in the light of declining bee populations.


Neighbours can be bothered by swarms that leave your hives and settle in their garden. Avoid this situation by understanding, learning and practising a method of swarm control. Inspect your colonies regularly during the swarming season and institute control measures as soon as swarming preparations begin. Different colonies also have different characteristics (just like humans) and some are more prone to swarming than others.


Some bees are very defensive of their nest (or aggressive from the human point of view), while others are far less so. A way to avoid problems with your neighbours and make your own beekeeping much more pleasurable is to keep good-tempered, low-swarming bees. I would also recommend that you obtain local bees that are adapted to your environment, but more of that later.


An allotment


An allotment or a piece of waste ground can be good, but first check that beekeeping is allowed. If it is allowed on your allotment, your fellow allotment holders will benefit from enhanced crop pollination. However, the same considerations apply as for gardens: the allotments may occupy a large open space but your next-door plot holder is still your neighbour.


One problem with keeping bees away from your home is the possibility of vandalism or theft. Some people seem to delight in destroying other people’s property and when there is risk of danger, like being stung, they seem even more intent on doing so. I have heard of hives being overturned, shattered by stones thrown at them or even having lighted fireworks pushed inside. I find it very sad when I hear of beehives being stolen because it almost invariably means that this is the work of a fellow beekeeper. To close up and secure a beehive for transportation means you have to know what you are doing, and so it is unlikely to be anyone without the necessary skills.


Again, you have to assess the risks of putting your hives on an allotment. The risk is even higher on waste ground. A securely fenced area is best. At the very first hint of trouble, you are strongly recommended to move your bees elsewhere as soon as possible. A pot of honey can help sweeten the situation, but trouble between bees and your neighbours is to be avoided at all costs.
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Remember this








Check with the authorities before siting hives on an allotment. Not all of them allow this. If you do decide to site your hives on your allotment, inform the other tenants and make sure that they are happy for you to do so.
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A bee shed


Another alternative is to keep your bees in a shed. This keeps them out of sight of your neighbours and potential vandals. You can also inspect them easily, even if it is raining. You can easily adapt a garden shed for the purpose. You will need a strong bench for the hives at a suitable height. Make entrance holes in the wall and butt the hives up to them or make a tunnel for the bees to use so that they don’t miss the hive and start flying round inside the shed.


During your inspection, bees will start flying. They will fly to the light so you need windows in your shed, preferably on the same side as the hives so you can see what you are doing. Adapt the windows to allow bees in the shed to escape and return to their hive through the entrance. A bee on a window flaps its wings and tries to climb upwards. However, it invariably slips back down and has to start again. By providing a gap at the bottom of the window, it will eventually fall out. Probably the easiest way is to create a secondary frame, which holds the glass away from the shed wall by about a centimetre. Marking the different hive entrances in different colours or with different geometric shapes helps returning bees find their own hive.
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Remember this








Bees must be sited so that they give minimum disturbance to your neighbours. Ideally, they should not realize you are a beekeeper unless you tell them. You will need extra space during manipulations such as swarm control, so factor this into your apiary site from the beginning.


[image: image]


Hive stands


Your hives need to be set on strong, stable stands. These should be of a height that brings the top of the brood box to the level of your hands. Many beekeepers complain of ‘beekeeper’s back’, which is caused by bending over a hive for long periods as well as by not lifting heavy boxes correctly. In the height of summer, with a good honey crop, a hive can weigh over 100 kg (220 lbs). If your fattest friend can stand on it, your stand should cope with the hive!


Hive stands come in many designs. Some fold up for easy transportation and storage when not in use. One of the simplest is made by supporting two square-section rails on concrete blocks or by fixing a square-section frame on sturdy legs. I use stands made from square-section metal, welded together. If you want to put two hives on the same stand, you need rails about 1.5 m (5 ft) long because you must have a gap between the hives.


Your hive stands need to be level both from front to back and side to side. This will encourage the bees to build comb vertically in the frames. If the hive is tilted, the comb will be vertical but this will not coincide with the frame, making manipulations difficult.


Rain should not blow into the entrance of a level hive in a sheltered apiary except in exceptional circumstances. If you wish, you can place a 5-mm ([image: image]-in.) block under the back edge of the hive to ensure that any water runs out of the entrance.
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Remember this








Position the hive stands in your apiary so that you have adequate working room and can manipulate the colonies easily.


[image: image]


Other siting factors


Having taken all the above factors into account, what else do you need for your ideal apiary? Considering the following features carefully will benefit both you and your bees.


SPACE


Consider whether you have sufficient space for your apiary. Even if you want to keep only one or two hives, you will still need working room and enough space to put hive parts down while you inspect the brood box. Almost all methods of swarm control require the colony to be split into two (or more) and during this manipulation you must have room to accommodate additional hives. As a rule of thumb, I would recommend an area for each hive that is nine times its footprint. This is just a guide, though, since you can reduce the amount of space required by keeping two hives side by side on one stand.


You need room to stand by your hive so that the frames are parallel to your body. Reaching across a hive to grasp the far end of the frame is really awkward and it means that you are continually moving your hand over the bees and alerting them to your presence. You also need space nearby to put down the roof and any additional honey super boxes. If you have only two colonies, you can place them side by side on a stand with the entrances facing the same way. However, with more hives you need to vary the direction they face, and there are many different ways of doing this.
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