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HONEYBEES – A FEW FACTS 

Honeybees are still very much in the news, with the French suggesting a ban on pesticide 

applications during daylight hours during the summer period, and another two recent studies 

finding links between neonicotiniod insecticides and bee deaths. 

Many people, both farmers and public, don’t really know much about the honeybee, so here 

are a few insights and teasers about this particular bee. 

Pollination 

Agriculture depends greatly on the honeybee for pollination. Honeybees account for 80% of 

all insect pollination. Without honeybees, we would see a significant decrease in the yield of 

many fruits and vegetables. 

Pollen 

Bees collect 66 lbs of pollen per year, per hive. Pollen is the male germ cells produced by all 

flowering plants for fertilization and plant embryo formation. The Honeybee uses pollen as a 

food. Pollen is one of the richest and purest natural foods, consisting of up to 35% protein, 

10% sugars, carbohydrates, enzymes, minerals, and vitamins A (carotenes), B1 (thiamin), B2 

(riboflavin), B3 (nicotinic acid), B5 (panothenic acid), C (ascorbic acid), H (biotin), and R 

(rutine). 

Honey 

Honey is used by the bees for food all year round. There are many types, colours and flavours 

of honey, depending upon its nectar source. The bees make honey from the nectar they collect 

from flowering trees and plants. Honey is an easily digestible, pure food. Honey is hydroscopic 

and has antibacterial qualities. Eating local honey may help to fend off allergies. 

Beeswax 

Secreted from glands, beeswax is used by the honeybee to build honey comb. It is used by 

humans in drugs, cosmetics, artists' materials, furniture polish and candles. 

Propolis 

Collected by honeybees from trees, the sticky resin is mixed with wax to make a form of sticky 

glue. The bees use this to seal cracks and repair their hive. It is used by humans as a health 

aid, and as the basis for fine wood varnishes. 

Royal Jelly 

This is the powerful, milky substance that turns an ordinary bee into a Queen Bee. It is made 

of digested pollen and honey or nectar mixed with a chemical secreted from a gland in a 

nursing bee's head. It commands premium prices rivalling imported caviar, and is used by 

some as a dietary supplement and fertility stimulant. It is loaded with all of the B vitamins. 

 

 



  ENVIRONMENTAL 

3 
6th June 2014 

Bee Venom and Sting 

The "ouch" part of the honeybee. Although sharp pain and some swelling and itching are 

natural reactions to a honeybee sting, a small percentage of individuals are highly allergic to 

bee venom. Bee venom therapy or “Apitherapy" is widely practiced overseas and by some in 

the USA to address health problems such as arthritis, neuralgia, high blood pressure, high 

cholesterol and even MS. 

Cannibalism 

Bee diets are pretty straightforward—pollen for the larvae, nectar for the drones and workers, 

and when supplies get low – Cannibalism! Honeybees are known to eat their hive mates and 

larvae when times get tough. It makes sense as an evolutionary control method for declining 

supply levels—the bees eat the youngest larvae and eggs, therefore maintaining the older 

population with the most value. Food supplies are also enriched with protein as a result of the 

absorbed young. However, bees also turn on their own because of the presence of diploid or 

false males. When these imposters are detected in the larval stage, workers sting them to 

death in their cells or cannibalize them during nursing. 

Undertakers and Bouncers 

Bee colonies are remarkable in their efficiency but contrary to popular belief the members of 

the hive are not mindless drones—except of course for the actual drones, which are dedicated 

to a single purpose. The workers, however, take on a variety of roles. When bees die within 

the colony, workers collect the dead bodies and act like undertakers, removing the corpses 

from the hive. These versatile residents of the hive also act as security, ejecting the sick and 

any excess males during times of famine. 

Amazing Perception 

Bees have an incredibly developed set of senses to aid in their daily routines. The honeybee 

can perceive the difference between images in one 300th of a second, whereas humans are 

limited to differences in one 50th of a second. That means that while television images seem 

fluid to us, a honeybee could differentiate each individual frame. Their powers of scent 

perception are also very finely tuned. Obviously bees are attracted to certain kinds of flowers 

in order to facilitate pollination. However, this function also serves as identification and as a 

mating call. Each collective of bees has its own unique scent, which hive mates use to identify 

each other, and when it comes time for a queen to leave the nest and start a new brood, her 

pheromones attract drones to escort her on her journey. 

Honeybees Can’t See Red 

Honeybees have five eyes. You would think that this would enable them to see with a greater 

level of clarity than other animals, but that isn’t the case — or not exactly. Bees have two large 

eyes on the sides of their heads and three additional, simpler eyes in the centre of their heads 

to help with flight navigation. However, bees see very few colours. 

Experts are not entirely in agreement as to which colours are perceived but the consensus is 

that these lie mostly within the blue-green colour spectrum with some oranges and yellows. 

This is the light spectrum of 300–650 nanometers—humans see the wavelengths of 400–800, 

and bees exclude the colour red entirely. They probably see red as black. The incredibly 
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adaptive feature that helps bees make up for this smaller range? They can see ultraviolet light, 

which is invisible to humans. Bees use this spectrum, which is dense at the centre of flowers, 

to guide them to their targets. If deprived of ultraviolet light frequencies, bees lose all interest 

in foraging unless forced to by hunger. 

Mating Rituals 

Mating rituals among bees are gruesome—for males they lead to emasculation and ultimately 

death. Drone bees, which serve the sole purpose of fertilizing the queen, suffer the traumatic 

loss of their endophallus, which remains inside the queen. This method is thought to ensure 

the success of reproduction by sealing the sperm inside the queen and preventing further 

mating. However, since the next drone to approach the queen will remove the previous male’s 

reproductive organ and continue the fertilization process, for many males it is fruitless. With 

their abdomens torn open, the drones quickly die. Even if they should survive, having served 

their purpose, wounded drones are ejected from their nests. The queen saves the sperm and 

never mates again. 

Facial Recognition 

If you’ve ever felt as if a bee was targeting you, chasing you specifically, chances are you 

were right—honeybees have been shown to recognize individual faces. Even more 

interestingly, they use the same methods humans do to accomplish this. Bees recognize 

groups of lines and shapes as a pattern, in a process known as configural processing. They 

can also remember this pattern for later—when provided a food source associated with 

pictures of faces and bowls of water associated with non-facial elements, biologists witnessed 

the insects learning to find the faces with a high level of accuracy. 

Explosives 

Honeybees can even be used to increase homeland security. The highly sensitive receptors 

the honeybee uses to detect even the smallest trace of pollen in large areas can be effectively 

trained to search out other substances as well. Security agencies have experimented with 

exposing the bees to chemical scents associated with bomb production and training them to 

swarm when the scents are detected. Tiny tracking devices are attached to the insects to 

make locating the swarm easier in open areas. Small cameras also detect movements of the 

proboscises in bees that expect a sugar water reward when they detect the target compound. 

Visual Learning 

One might think that since the only purpose of the worker bee is to make honey, it would be 

an inborn trait. Not so. Honeybees have no idea how to make honey when they are born. They 

have to be taught by the veteran bees in the wild. Studies have found that bees learn from 

watching their more experienced contemporaries. New bees will watch which flowers the 

others are flocking to and follow their lead. However, the younger bees must learn quickly, 

because the older forager bees’ wings are literally wearing out from all that flight time. As they 

age over the few weeks of their life, they are slowly cycled back into hive duty (nursery and 

security) in order to preserve their wings for emergency use. 
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Math Skills 

Anyone who has seen a honeycomb might immediately infer that honeybees are excellent 

mathematicians. In fact, great minds such as Galileo often mused over the level of efficiency 

with which these tiny creatures could achieve such exact angles as those found in the 

hexagonal pattern of honeycombs. In fact, it has been found that wild honeycombs are initially 

round—the shape of the bee’s body—and are then heated during formation, which causes the 

walls to melt and form the most natural structural shape for their orientation, which is a 

hexagon. 

Insomnia 

It has been a subject of debate for some time whether or not honey bees actually sleep. Many 

fact sheets on these creatures insist that they do not and that they eventually die of exhaustion. 

This is both true and false! In reality, honeybees are more akin to narcoleptics than 

insomniacs. Researchers have observed short periods of time, 30 seconds on average, when 

bees become unresponsive, their antennae droop, and their bodies become relaxed. Younger 

bees are typically sporadic in their sleeping habits, while older bees have more regular 

sleeping habits, even retreating into the cells of their hive for a quick nap. These short bursts 

appear to be all the rest a young honeybee ever gets. Between three to six weeks after taking 

its first flight, the average honeybee works itself to death, literally falling over from exhaustion. 

If you would like to know more about the honeybee, then the British Bee Keepers 

Association might be a good place to start. 

E mail bbka@britishbeekeepers.com  

Head Office - British Beekeepers Association, National Beekeeping Centre, Stoneleigh Park, 

Kenilworth, Warwickshire, CV8 2LG 

Telephone: 0871 811 2282  
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 KEY DATES 2014 

30th June 
 

Information required for farms with a “2014 Grassland Derogation” 
under the nitrates (NVZ) regulations  

1st August 
 

Start of the closed period for applying organic manure with a high 
readily available nitrogen content (for example, slurry, poultry 
manures or liquid digested sewage sludge) to tillage land on 
shallow or sandy soils except where crops will be sown on or 
before 15 September (SMR 4) 

1st August You can cut or plough vegetation on agricultural land which is not 
in agricultural production from this date. (GAEC 12) 

1st August You can cut hedgerows from this date. (GAEC 15) 

31st August  Cutting of Field Corners allowed under ELS (EF1) 

1st September 
 

Start of closed period for applying organic manure with a high 
readily available nitrogen content (for example, slurry, poultry 
manures or liquid digested sewage sludge) to grassland on 
shallow or sandy soils. (SMR 4) 

1st September Start of closed period for applying manufactured nitrogen 
fertilisers to tillage land. (SMR 4) 

15th September Start of closed period for applying manufactured nitrogen 
fertilisers to grassland. (SMR 4) 

16th September Start of closed period for applying organic manure with a high 
readily available nitrogen content (for example, slurry, poultry 
manures or liquid digested sewage sludge) to tillage land on 
shallow or sandy soils which have been sown with crops on or 
before 15 September. (SMR 4) 

 
 
For further information please contact: 

 

Karen Fisher West 07774 710799 karen.fisher@agrii.co.uk  

Beth Metson East 07545 927474 beth.metson@agrii.co.uk 

Laura Wraith North 07760 776089 laura.wraith@agrii.co.uk  

Christina Scarborough North 07969 507082 chirstina.scarborough@agrii.co.uk  

Neil McLean West 07711 235249 neil.mclean@agrii.co.uk  

Simon Rollinson West 07768 865084 simon.rollinson@agrii.co.uk  

Dave Wild National 07775 566558 david.wild@agrii.co.uk 

Paul Pickford National 07909 925413 paul.pickford@agrii.co.uk  
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