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            Foreword

         

         The honeybee has evolved over 100 million years, and for over 100 thousand years we have been using honey as an antibiotic and sweetener, and now over a third of food crops are pollinated by bees. The bee population has been in decline for over 50 years; sadly, with flower meadows on the decline, this is not a new phenomenon. Food growers are under constant pressure from the major food retailers to produce and sell at unsustainable profit levels. This leads to compromise – every square metre of land must be productive, and so many of the flower meadows have disappeared and field borders have been reduced to the minimum. Now the bee is taking the hit as suitable feeding grounds are reduced or disappear altogether.

         Bees also face problems with the Varroa mite, which first appeared in 1992. The mite attaches itself to the back of the bee and slowly over a period of time drinks its blood until eventually the bee dies. Over this period, the weakened bee does not pollinate or feed efficiently, becomes disoriented, and fails to return to its hive. It is believed that this is a major cause of CCD, Colony Collapse Disorder, when the hives break down and fail to do their job and the colony dies.

         No single person, society or political organisation has all the answers or is to blame for the current situation; finger pointing and arguing will not solve the problem. We all have a responsibility to protect our bees. The honeybee and bumblebee work for nothing and only ask for food and shelter in return. Overall they are peaceful, non-aggressive little creatures that only attack and sting when they feel threatened. So if a bee is buzzing near you, annoying though it is, the best thing you can do is remain calm and let it fly away in its own time, or gently blow it away rather than flapping about, which is the easiest way to cause you and the bee harm.

         I read that in Native American symbolism the bumblebee represents honesty, pure thinking, willingness and drive. What a beautiful symbol.

      

   


   
      

         
            Barbut’s Cuckoo Bee

            (Bombus barbutellus)
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                        	Name: Bombus barbutellus



                     
            
                        
                        	Location: Europe



                     
            
                        
                        	Size: 15–18mm



                     
            
                        
                        	Habitat: Bramble, knapweed, lavender and honeysuckle



                     
            
                        
                        	 


                     
            
                        
                        	 


                  
               

            

         

         The Barbut’s Cuckoo Bee is a common sight in Europe, from the north of Spain to the Russian border. In the British Isles it is mainly found in the south of the country, East Anglia and out to the western reaches of Wales. The Barbut’s is a cuckoo bee, a squatter, taking over someone else’s home for their own purpose and then leaving. The BCB female usually takes over the nest of the Garden Bumblebee, kills the incumbent queen, lays her eggs and leaves it to the Garden Bumblebee workers to bring up its brood. The BCBs are the wastrels of the bee world; they never produce workers.
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               Both male and female have a broad yellow scarf and a fringe of yellow hair below the chest; the body may have a thin band of yellow hair and a white tail. Female 18mm (.71”), male 15mm (.59”) average.

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Bilberry Bumblebee

            (Bombus monticola)
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                        	Name: Bombus barbutellus



                     
            
                        
                        	Location: Western Europe



                     
            
                        
                        	Size: 12–16mm



                     
            
                        
                        	Habitat: Woodlands/moorlands



                     
            
                        
                        	Population: In decline



                     
            
                        
                        	 


                  
               

            

         

         The Bilberry Bumblebee or Mountain Bumblebee can be found throughout Europe and in the British Isles on the upper moorlands, grasslands and mountains. In Ireland it is found only in County Antrim, Dublin, Wicklow, Carlow and Wexford. Their small nests are built in the plant life around heather and blaeberry plants (bilberry) and seldom hold more than 100 bees. The queens are on the wing from April to May. The workers do not appear before May and fly until August when they can be seen visiting the flowers of the blueberry, heather, white clover and bird’s-foot trefoil. Once a common sight but, regrettably, BB numbers are now in decline.
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