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Welcome
Happy New Year! We hope you had a good one, 
and are looking forward to reacquainting yourself 
with your bees this spring.

You could, however, follow Gavin Ramsay’s 
advice in our lead piece and find out what’s going 
on in your hives even though it’s still winter.

Elsewhere in this issue we have some photos 
from the civic reception that was held in the 
ESBA’s honour at the City Chambers, Iain Lilly 
writes about the versatility of the polystyrene 

nuc, and there is a collection of photos of Polish 
bees. Our featured beekeeper is ESBA committee 
member Colin Sinclair.

In a slight change to the usual format, I 
have dropped the regular book review and 
replaced it with a column which looks at how 
bees are making the news nationally and 
internationally. Let me know if you like the new 
feature or not. It is, after all, your newsletter.                                      
Derek Uchman

Reading that floor

Itching to get going with 
beekeeping again? Curious as 
to what’s happening inside the 
hive yet it is far too cold to be 
interfering? 

Somewhere in my beekeeping 
paraphernalia boxes I have a 
stethoscope, but at this time 
of year all that tells you is that 
colonies issue a soft murmur if 
they’re still alive. However, if you 
have mesh floors with inserts 
in place there is much you can 
learn without disturbing the 
bees at all.  

First of all, how long has 
the insert been in its current 
state?  If it hasn’t been touched 
since last August it will not be 
telling you much about what is 
happening now, so clean it off 
first.  But if you scraped it clean 
when the oxalic acid went on 
some time in December, a look 
now will give you a very clear 
idea of what the colony is up to.  
Pictured over the page one of 
mine from last spring to get you 
going.  What can we tell from it?

The first thing to notice is 

that Varroa are rather scarce.  
This was the case last winter in 
my bees, but not in this.  Most 
colonies are showing a moderate 
fall after their December oxalic 
acid trickle. 

Every year is different, and 
in this case perhaps the better 
summer and long autumn gave 
the Varroa a chance to multiply 
effectively. 

The Varroa multiplied because 
the bees were reproducing well 
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For your diary
ESBA DATES

FEBRUARY 3
ESBA lecture: “Bee Disease 

Diagnostics” by Fiona Highet, 7.30pm
MARCH 3

Annual General Meeting, 7.30pm
MARCH 24

ESBA lecture: “My Methods & 
Experiments” by Alan Riach, 7.30pm

OTHER DATES
FEBRUARY 6

Dunfermline & West Fife Beekeepers’ 
Association (DWFBA) lecture: TBA, 

Portmoak Hall, Scotlandwell, 7.30pm
FEBRUARY 11

Perth & District Beekeepers’ 
Association (PDBA) AGM, St John’s 

Episcopal Church Hall, Perth, 7.30pm
FEBRUARY 13

Fife Beekeepers’ Association (FBA) 
lecture: “Variable Brood Chamber” 
by Ian Craig, Dairsie Memorial Hall, 

7.30pm
MARCH 6

DWFBA AGM followed by lecture TBA,  
Portmoak Hall, Scotlandwell, 7.30pm

MARCH 11
PDBA lecture: “Queen Rearing” by 

John Hoskin, St John’s Episcopal 
Church Hall, Perth, 7.30pm

MARCH 13
FBA AGM followed by lecture: 

“Why Show” by Enid Brown, Dairsie 
Memorial Hall, 7.30pm

MARCH 15
SBA EGM & AGM, Dewar’s Centre, 

Perth
APRIL 3

DWFBA lecture: TBA, by Margaret 
Thomas NDB, Portmoak Hall, 

Scotlandwell, 7.30pm
APRIL 8

PDBA lecture: “Plants For Bees 2” by 
Margaret Lear, St John’s Episcopal 

Church Hall, Perth, 7.30pm
APRIL 10

FBA lecture: “Mock Honey Show” by 
Enid Brown, Dairsie Memorial Hall,  

7.30pm

Bees flying in early spring. But can we tell what they’re up to just now?

You might think there is little beekeeping to be done at this time of year, 
other than giving your hives a quick heft. However, ESBA president Gavin 
Ramsay shows you can still get a good idea about what’s going on in your 

colonies simply by having a look at the mesh floor insert.

Continued on page 2



late in the season.  That is a 
good thing for winter survival 
and spring vigour, as long as the 
Varroa were controlled.

Notice there are brown 
fibrous lines in about six rows on 
the floor insert.  These indicate 
brood raising, the uncapping of 

cells and the 

cleaning of the cocoons.  Six 
frames with brood activity 
recently?  That is a strong, 
healthy colony for the time 
of year.  Some white crumbs 
outside that area show 
uncapping of crystallised stores 
and therefore show the total 
size of the cluster.  In this case 
the dropped sugar crystals have 

been added to by fondant 
which has wetted and 

dripped off the edge 
of the block over the 

queen excluder.  
Looking into the 

brown lines you 
can also see 

dropped 
pollen, 

probably 
orange 

snowdrop pollen, and even 
some pieces of the blue plastic 
bag BFP use to pack their 
baker’s fondant.

However, all is not well.  
There are a few bee parts on 
the floor too, and a sprinkling 
of rodent droppings along one 
edge.  Mice have been in!  In 
this apiary something had been 
picking off the mouse guards, 
exposing the colony to visits 
from these unwelcome guests.  
The best explanation was that 
the domestic geese sharing the 
orchard had perhaps pulled 
them off, keen to add a few 
dead bees to their winter diet. 

Sometimes shrews squeeze in 
through entrance reducers and 
mouse guards and then you see 
more legs and other bee body 
parts.  If you have good eyesight 
you may spot the small clear 
wax oval discs secreted by the 
glands of workers, indicating 
a degree of comb building or 
capping.  Leave the rubbish on 
the floor too long and you will 
see wax moth grubs. 

Try looking yourself and get 
a better insight into what your 
colonies are doing just now.

Janet Strachan
 
Janet Strachan, the wife of past 
president Jim Strachan and former 
member of the ESBA, sadly passed 
away suddenly on August 31 last  
year.

A member for many years, Janet had 
served on the committee and had been 
the library convener.

She was a very pleasant person 
always willing to assist with association 
activities. 

Her untimely death came as a great 
shock to Jim and their son Philip and all 
those who knew her. 

Jim and family have our sincere 
sympathy and will be in our thoughts.

Diesel “danger”
The ability of honeybees to find flowers 
could be hampered by a chemical 
in diesel exhaust, according to a 
study carried out at the University Of 
Southampton.

Tests showed that exhaust degraded 
some floral scent chemicals the bees 
“home in on” when they are foraging.

The study, published in Scientific 
Reports, also revealed that a specific 
group of chemicals found in diesel 
exhaust, known as NOx, diminished the 
insects’ response to floral scents.

They say the results are evidence that 
air quality should be improved.

http://tinyurl.com/poow22v

Honeybee shortage
In more than half of European 
countries, there are not enough 
honeybees to pollinate crops, according 
to new research.

Scientists believe that a boom in 
biofuels has sparked a massive increase 
in the need for pollination.

The shortage is particularly acute in 
Britain which has only a quarter of the 
honeybees required.

Researchers believe that wild 
pollinators including bumblebees and 
hoverflies are making up the shortfall.
http://tinyurl.com/p8p2puy

Bumblebees ‘threat’
Bumblebees could be shrinking because 
of exposure to a widely used pesticide, 
a study suggests.

Experts fear smaller bees will be 
less effective at foraging for nectar 
and carrying out their vital task of 
distributing pollen.

Researchers from the School of 
Biological Sciences at Royal Holloway, 
University of London,  conducted 
laboratory tests which showed 
how a pyrethroid pesticide lambda-
cyhalothrin stunted the growth of 
worker bumblebee larvae, causing them 
to hatch out reduced in size.

http://tinyurl.com/q9gha5p
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The beekeeper’s calendar
FEBRUARY
1. Tidy apiary
2. Heft hives
3. Plan for the  
forthcoming  
year

MARCH
1. Heft hives again
2. Feed bees if  
required
3. Prepare a shopping 
list

APRIL
1. Ensure clothing and 
tools are clean
2. Remove mouse 
guards
3. First inspection!

Mice can cause 
untold damage 
to your colonies



Civic reception at City Chambers
The ESBA was honoured 
when its work was 
recognised at a civic 
reception held at 
Dundee City Chambers.

The Lord Provost Bob 
Duncan attended and 
gave a speech.

Iain Lilly, who 
organised the centenary 
celebrations held at 
Duntrune House in 
June last year and who 
has been Flower Show 
convener for 10 years, 
was presented with a 
framed photo of those 
who attended our 100th 
birthday bash.

Iain and his wife Phyllis
with the framed photo



Photo gallery

Iain Lilly recently arranged the purchase of polystyrene 
nuc boxes on behalf of interested ESBA members. Here 
he outlines what he does with his, and gives us some 

idea of uses you may not have considered. 

To those of you who had the insight to obtain a 
polystyrene nuc, you have a very useful piece of 
equipment.

Insulation, integral feeder, a clear cover and a circular 
closure all give you a lot of options, beyond just keeping 
nucs.

Firstly, you can use it empty when working the bees to 
store two outer frames, which gives you plenty of space 
in the brood chamber to move frames for inspection, 
especially when looking for queen cells. 

This is much safer than the standard practice of putting 
one frame in front of the hive when working as you might 
kick it.

Alternatively, you can put the frame with the queen in 
the poly nuc, knowing she won’t get lost or killed.

The poly nucs can also be used for swarm prevention. 
There is an excellent article on the matter in The Scottish 
Beekeeper, July 2013, page 182. Graeme Sharpe  also 
gave the ESBA a fantastic talk on the subject, and if you 
use the system he suggested (Demaree), you can use the 
poly nucs to get two new queens. Bee suppliers Paynes 
use this method and winter hundreds of colonies for sale 
this way.

There are still a few poly nucs spare, so if anyone 
wants one, please get in touch.

Iain with the pallet of polystyrene nucs that he organised on  
behalf of ESBA members.

The uses of polystyrene nucs

ESBA member Krystian Kolacyk comes from a family of beekeepers. His 
father is also an excellent photographer, and he has allowed us to print some 

photos he has taken in Trzciniec near Bydgoszcz in Poland.

In the last issue of the ESBA News we asked if you could 
identify which plant this blue pollen came from.

The first correct answer was from Janice Furness, who 
said from phacelia.

She informs us that it makes a beautiful clear honey.

Can anyone 
identify this  
strange  
creature on the 
left? If you can, 
email: derek@
uchman.co.uk



Beekeeper 
under the 
microscope

How and when did you become a beekeeper?
I’d been thinking about it for a while. One of 
my friends in Arbroath kept bees, but I never 
visited them.  

 For several years, I’d been helping with 
the Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme, as 
does Stan Franklin.  I knew Stan vaguely as I 
bought his house from him when he moved 
to Ravensby Cottage, many years ago (and 
I’m still there today).   Anyway, one summer 
evening in 2011 in a field in Tarfside, with our 
respective DoE groups camped nearby, I met 
Stan again and got chatting about beekeeping. 

He persuaded me to come along to the 
next set of classes.  I enrolled for the 2012 
session, bought some gear, and went to a few 
practicals at Megginch and the association 
apiary. In July of that year, I bought five 
frames of bees from Gavin Ramsay, and he 
came along and helped me position the hive, 
and set it up.  And that was me started.  A 
beekeeper!

     I must say that the last 18 months have 
been challenging – I’ve lost a swarm, a new 
queen has been produced, then I had a failed 
artificial swarm, then VERY wild bees (for 
two months or so), about 15 stings (one a 
cracker on the nose which resulted in a NHS 
24 visit at midnight involving a Piriton jab on 
the backside and a steroid pill course), and of 
course, no honey crop at all. 

There were lots of mistakes, which I’m 
determined not to repeat.  But it was worth 
it all – I believe I’m learning.  I’m just worried 
about my reactions to stings (especially on the 
nose).

What do you think is the best reason for 
being in the ESBA?
I think the members are very friendly and 
very enthusiastic.  They are also keen to help 
beginners, by answering questions and giving 
advice. 

I like the practical days at the association 
and the summer visits to other apiaries. It is 
also good to listen to what is going on, to see 

how things are done and, of course, to have a 
go oneself.  The other interesting thing is that 
the experienced members sometimes have 
different ideas on what to do and how to do 
it, so you have to sum them up and then make 
your own decision.

How has beekeeping changed since you 
started?
I’ve just started – been 18 months in the job.  
Only the president has changed in that time!

How much time do you spend with your 
bees?
Once a week from April to August, then 
maybe once a fortnight until October and 
only a couple of times in the winter.  Visits 
vary from 10 minutes to an hour or more, 
depending on what needs done and what the 
weather is like.  One thing I’ve learned is that 
things go wrong!  What you thought would 
take 10 minutes takes an hour or more to sort 
out.

How many hives do you have?
Two hives and I’ve just bought one of Iain’s 
polystyrence nucs (see previous page).
My first hive was a standard National, but I 
made the mistake of also buying a 14 inch 
by 12 inch.  It’s now adjusted to a normal 
National, with a bit of sawing.

I still have only one colony though.  It looks 
fairly strong.

Which hives do you prefer? And why?
I really only have experience with a National, 
although I’ve seen some Smiths at various 
visits.  The 14 by 12 proved tricky – I didn’t 
appreciate just how many more bees are on 
a frame of that size! Too many for a beginner.  
Hence the adjustment back to normal size.

What is your most important piece of kit?
I guess I should say my hive tool.  It can be 
used for all sorts of things.  However, after two 

summer months of rather ferocious bees, I’d 
have to say my bee-suit is my most important 
piece of kit.

What precautions do you take to beat 
disease?
I’ve used the oxalic acid treatment each of 
the two winters. The first winter resulted in a 
fair drop of varroa.  I haven’t done my count 
yet this winter.  In late summer, I used Apistan 
strips. Since then, I’ve been advised that they 
aren’t very effective.

I do scrub down my tools after use and, of 
course, don’t take anything to the association 
apiary except my suit.

I’ve been looking for AFB and EFB, but only 
comparing against photographs in a book.  I’d 
like more advice on this.

What do you like the most about 
beekeeping?
I just like watching them and what they do.  
I’m still amazed such a small beastie can 
organise itself into a self-maintaining society 
like a bee colony.  Maybe some day, I might 
get some honey too.

Are you optimistic about the future of 
beekeeping?
I’m not sure. It’s all doom and gloom at the 
moment. Things seem to be getting worse 
rather than better.  But the association 
members are all very enthusiastic, so that fires 
me with encouragement.

What one piece of advice would you give to 
people starting out?
I would say that they should go to the 
association’s beginner classes.  They were 
excellent.  They should also heed advice from 
as many experienced beekeepers as possible 
(and get many sides of the story).  Having a 
mentor is wonderful – just someone to pester 
with questions.  Many folk have helped, but 
Gavin Ramsay has probably spent most time 
with me.  Thank you.  

Colin Sinclair lives in Carnoustie with his wife Linda 
and three guinea-pigs – Holly, Splodsh and Stripey.  He 

has been a software engineer at NCR for the last 35 
years.  His hobbies include: gardening (organic), golf (of 

course!), hill-walking, skiing and salsa.  
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