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Welcome
As the value of nucs and hives continue to soar, so 
the risk increases of getting bees stolen.

As you will read in our lead piece, there have 
been two raids within a short space of time 
already this year, and who knows there may be 
more to come.

The ESBA cannot stress enough the necessity of 
keeping your apiary secluded where possible, and 
we would ask all members to be vigilant for people 
selling bees from unverified sources.

This issue also sees the launch of the ESBA’s 
second winter losses survey. Please take part as 

your information can provide a valuable picture 
of the situation locally, and what, if any, steps the 
association should be taking.

We are also pleased to announce the start of 
a new series by president Gavin Ramsay on wild 
bees. He begins by urging us all to be on the 
lookout for a bumble bee which could be making 
its Tayside debut this year.

Our Beekeeper Under The Microscope this 
quarter is Susan Anderson who has played a 
central role in the ESBA for many years.
Derek Uchman

Bees stolen in 
two apiary raids
The first  took place at Balgrove 
Farm in Perthshire between 
11am on April 19 and 12pm on 
April 20.

Raiders made off with three 
queens, a large number of 
working bees and 18 frames.

They belonged to commercial 
beekeeper Murray McGregor, 
who said: “A team was installing 
some new colonies at the farm 
on Friday. When I saw them on 
Sunday morning they didn’t look 
correct. 

“When I investigated the 
hives I discovered that some of 
the bees and colonies had been 
stolen.”

The second theft took place at 
an apiary in a wood in Craichie, 
by Forfar.

This time three queens, 
45,000 working bees and three 
frames were taken between 
March 29 and April 20.

ESBA president Gavin Ramsay 
was approached by the Evening 
Telegraph in Dundee, when he 
he urged all beekeepers to be on 
their guard.

He told the press: “Most 
beekeepers are pretty cautious 
about how public their hives are.

“Clearly there are a very 

small number of people in the 
beekeeping community who are 
prepared to resort to theft.

“It would take just a couple of 
minutes to move frames out of 
one box and into another.

“I heard from one  
commercial beekeeper in  
Tayside that a few years ago 
there may have been thefts 
to order.

“These last two thefts seem 
very similar — I think it could 
well be the same person.

“People would be well advised 
to look out for folk selling bees 
outside the usual channels, or 
a rogue beekeeper trying to 
recover from having lost their 
colonies.

“You can’t imagine anyone 
you know doing this, but there 
are loners out there who don’t 
tend to mix with the  
beekeeping community. It’s 
hard to know.

“We’ve approached the  
local beekeeping  
associations to make sure 
their members are on the 
lookout.”

If you have any  
information, or are  
suspicious about 

anyone trying to sell a nuc, then 
contact Police Scotland Tayside 
Division on 101 or you can pass 
on information anonymously via 
Crimestoppers on 0800 555 11.
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For your diary

ESBA DATES

MAY 24
Association apiary visit, near 

Longforgan, 2pm

OTHER DATES

MAY 11
Fife Beekeepers’ Association (FBA) 

members’ meeting, Balcaskie apiary, 
2pm

MAY 13
Perth & District Beekeepers’ 

Association apiary visit/swarm control 
demonstration

MAY 24
Fife Show, Cupar, from 8.30am

 
MAY 25

Combined FBA and Dunfermline & 
West Fife Beekeepers’ Association 

(DWFBA) meeting on swarm control, 
Lethangie apiary, 2pm 

MAY 30 – JUNE 1
Gardening Scotland, Ingliston, 

Edinburgh
 

JUNE 19 – 22
Royal Highland Show, Ingliston, 

Edinburgh.
 

JULY 13
FBA and DWFBA meeting, St Andrews 

Botanics apiary, 2pm
 

JULY 20
PDBA members visit Lethangie apiary, 

2pm

Most of you will have heard by now that bees have been stolen from two 
Tayside apiaries. Both raids bear similar trademarks, so it is possible that 

that we may hear of further cases.

Gavin is urging everyone 
to be on their guard 



SBA role for Gavin
At the AGM of the Scottish 
Beekeepers’ Association held 
at the Dewar’s Centre in Perth, 
ESBA president Gavin Ramsay was 
confirmed as the new bee health 
convener.

Bron Wright is the SBA’s 
new president, succeeding Phil 
McAnespie, and Alan Riach is vice-
president.

For a full list of the executive 
committee and office bearers, visit: 
http://www.scottishbeekeepers.org.
uk/About/ExecutiveCommittee.aspx

Trust’s pesticide call
Leading conservation charity, the 
Scottish 
Wildlife Trust, 
is calling for 
neonicitinoids 
to be 
permanently 
banned from 
use on crops in 
Scotland. 

They claim 
new research 
demonstrates 
that bumble 
bees have 
difficulty 
collecting 
pollen when they have been exposed 
to this chemical – causing them to 
bring back over a third less pollen 
than non-exposed bees. 

UK among worst 
A landmark study has revealed the 
UK suffered one of the worst rates of 
honeybee colony deaths in Europe.

In the cold winter of 2012-13, 
29% of honeybee colonies in the UK 
died, with only Belgium suffering 
a higher rate of losses (34%) of the 
17 countries surveyed. By contrast, 
only 5% of colonies in Italy were lost. 
Summer losses of colonies were also 
high in the UK, at 9.7%, with only 
France (14%) exceeding this.

http://tinyurl.com/kh4kr28

MAKING THE NEWS

The beekeeper’s calendar
MAY
1. Inspect hives every week 
for queen cells
2. Monitor the growth of 
colonies. 
3. Put supers and queen 
excluders on

JUNE
1. Continue weekly  
inspections 
2. Collect swarms
3. Check colonies for  
foulbrood after oilseed rape 
season

JULY
1. Extract summer honey
2. Move colonies at start of 
the month for bell heather, or 
later in the month for ling
3. Keep checking Varroa  
level

Caption for cutting on  
left reads: “Beekeepers 

from Fife and Angus were 
entertained at Bigend, 
Leuchars, by Mr Robert 
Cunnigham, the well-
known apiarist, who is 

seen demonstrating some 
of his apparatus.”

Robert Cunningham
Thanks to the efforts of ESBA secretary Colin Smith, we have received cuttings  

and a short biography of leading Leuchars beekeeper and former  
member of the ESBA.

Robert Cunningham was born 
in 1870 and, like his father, 
started as a rabbit trapper.

He married Jane and later 
became a gamekeeper on the 
Earlshall Estate.

His death in 1934 was  
reported in The People’s 
Journal (pictured right), and 
included the following obituary:

“By the death of Mr Robert 
Cunningham, Bigend, Leuchars, 
at the age of 65, the Fifeshire 
and East Of Scotland  
Beekeepers’ Associations has 
lost one of their most active 
members.

“He had been president of 
the Fifeshire association  
(Leuchars branch) for the past 
three years, and a member of 

the East Of Scotland  
Beekeepers’ Association  
executive council for two years.

“He was a very successful  
exhibitor at various shows of 
the Fifeshire association, and 
held the distinction of having 
won first prize for heather 
honey at Dundee Flower Show  
for seven years in succession.

“His cheerful disposition, 
coupled with his knowledge 
and love of nature, gained 
him many friends, not only 
among beekeepers, but among 
naturalists, antiquarians and 
others, and his passing will be 
regretted by many.”

Many thanks to Robert’s 
great granddaughter for  
supplying the cuttings.

The caption for this cutting reads: “A company of beekeepers and friends who were 
entertained on Saturday by Mr and Mrs R. Cunningham at Bigend, Leuchars. The party 
inspected various appliances made by Mr Cunningham and explored part of Tents Muir 

[sic]. Host and hostess were presented with gifts by the company.”

In our Photo Gallery last issue, we 
asked if anyone could identify this 
mystery bee.

Gavin Ramsay (who else?) 
reckons it is the solitary bee Halictus 
rubicundus.  For more info visit: 
http://tinyurl.com/mb26n8q



Wild Thing

Here’s a thing: 2014 will see the first 
occurrence of the tree bumble bee, Bombus 
hypnorum, in Tayside. 

If you are the first to find it, you may make a 
name for yourself.  Why such a bold assertion?  
This continental bumble bee first hopped across 
the English Channel in around 2000 and was 
discovered by bee researcher Dave Goulson in 
Wiltshire in 2001. 

Since then its spread across the UK has been 
phenomenal.  By 2009 it has occupied the 
Home Counties, spread through much of the 
Midlands, and had early pioneers in isolated 
spots in Wales and Northumberland.  Two years 
later most of the 10km squares in England had 
records, and it was becoming widespread in 
Wales. A further two years on in 2013 and the 
first records were noted in the central belt of 
Scotland. 

This pattern of small numbers of bees 
being found after jumps of perhaps up to 

100km repeats the pattern noted before.  
Subsequently, the bee builds its numbers 
in the area until it becomes one of the 
commonest species. 

This species is not the only one 
spreading northwards, and in this series 
on wild bees we will meet others that have 
become more widespread in Scotland as 
the climate warms.  

The tree bumble bee is easily recognised 
with a unique pattern of gingery red-
brown thorax and black abdomen with 
a white tail.  It is a species happy to come 
into gardens and makes its nests high off 
the ground in tree holes, nest boxes and roof 
spaces.  As it is often in quite close contact with 
man it may be the cause of some of our swarm 
calls in the years to come. 

It is said that it can be quite protective of 
the area around its nest, more so than other 
species.  One of its characteristics is the cloud of 

dancing drones that can occur outside nests as 
they mature, often in May and June.  

There are a number of flies in the hoverfly 
group which mimic bees and wasps, and one 
notable example is one of the colour forms of 
Volucella bombylans which resembles the tree 
bumble bee. 

This mimic has been here a long time, as 
you can see from this 
photo (inset, left)  I 
took on oilseed rape in 
Invergowrie in the late 
1990s, and it seems 
that in 2014, at last, it is 
likely that the species it 
appears to be mimicking 
will finally catch up 
with it!

If you are lucky 
enough to find this new 
colonist, the Bees Wasps 
and Ants Recording 
Society (BWARS) is 
running a survey and 
would like to hear from 
you via their website.  
So would we!  EBSA 
Newsletter is likely to 
dispatch a photographer 
in your direction.  

1. The tree bumble bee

Kelly Callwood, the ESBA’s  
education convener, recently  

organised classes for beginners. As 
they come to a close, she reports on 

a busy, but rewarding few weeks.

The beginners’ classes were a huge success.
I am pleased to report we had 19 learners this 
year who have now attended a series of four 
classroom-based weeks which included a frame 
building demonstration and reflection from one 
of last year’s beginners. 

We had great participation from existing 

members of the ESBA and I am grateful for their 
help in delivering subjects.

Two apiary visits were planned. One was due 
to be held in April but cold weekends caused its 
postponement into early May.  
  All seem keen to come along and meet the 
bees!  

The beginner’s classes

Today we start a new series written by ESBA president Gavin 
Ramsay on wild bees. He begins by talking about the tree 
bumble bee — an insect we should all be looking out for.

The queen tree bumble bee

The tree bumble bee. Not to be confused with Volucella bombylans (inset).



Beekeeper 
under the 
microscope

1. How and when did you become a 
beekeeper?
I went along with a friend to the farmers’ 
market in Forfar and bought a pot of honey.
I asked some questions and was invited to a 
heather picnic at Glen Clova by Jim Batchelor. 

Six months before I had unsuccessfully tried 
to go on a course held by the Angus College on 
beekeeping but the course was full. 

I was delighted to get an invitation to a  
demonstration.  I had to borrow a veil and 
gloves and when Iain Lilly handed me a frame 
of eggs, larva and sealed brood with young 
bees tending them, I was hooked.  I chatted 
to other beekeepers afterwards and learned 
about the association and where they had talks 
during the winter.  I didn’t get bees myself until 
the following year (May 2005) after attending 
the meetings, joining the Scottish Beekeeper 
Association and reading books from the library.

2. What do you think is the best reason for 
being in the ESBA?
Every beginner needs help. You cannot learn the 
practical skills from a book.  The ESBA provided 
that help.  When I saw a newspaper advert 
selling two colonies of bees, I thought I was 
ready to be a beekeeper but I had no hands-on 
experience.  Henry Simpson had come with me 
to check, collect the bees and install them on 
my site and I realised I needed a mentor.  Ally 
Whitelaw offered to teach but not on my bees 
— he had a 100 hives and was too busy to take 
mine on.  He came once to clip and mark the 
queen, and he taught me which questions I 
should be asking myself as I went through the 
hive. I followed him all that season, as well as 
attending the demonstrations held by the ESBA 
during the summer.

3. How has beekeeping changed since you 
started?
At that time everyone in the association was 
learning about Varroa and Graeme Sharpe from 
SAC Auchincruive spent a day teaching us about 
it.  It was all new to me, and Moira Jenkin said 

that she also had to learn. This was a surprise 
to me as I thought she knew everything about 
bees and honey.  Apistan strips were used, 
but not now, as the mites can be resistant.  
The association has changed — new younger 
beekeepers are joining and we have classes 
every year using the new association apiary.

4. How much time do you spend with your 
bees?
Over the winter, none at all as it is best to leave 
the bees alone to conserve their heat and use 
their honey.  Inspections started this year on a 
sunny day on March 23 when I simply cleaned 
the hives and floors very quickly, keeping the 
brood frames together, also checking the food.  
Inspections start in earnest at the end of April 
when I use the acronym FEDSS — food?, eggs?, 
disease?, space?, swarming?  I go roughly each 
week, my queens are clipped so I can go for a 
week’s holiday without worry. 

The time I spend varies if I decide to sit down 
and watch the comings and goings from the 
hive.  I also spend a lot of time planning and 
preparation at home.  Wonderful!

5. How many hives do you have?
In the beginning I increased to nine colonies but 
it was too much for me. Now I have two  and 
do not intend to increase. But if they decide 
otherwise I may make some nuclei up for  
re-queening next year.  Or, if I can obtain a really 
gentle queen to rear from next year, I can make 
nuclei for beginners who want bees.  Many 
options — more thinking!

6. Which hives do you prefer?  Why?
I started out with Smith hives as the bees 
came with the box.  Working with Ally he had 
Smiths and Nationals and I preferred lifting the 
Nationals.  Jim had some polystyrene hives and 
said those bees did well in the spring. 

At the SBA meeting in Perth I talked to other 
beekeepers and poly hives were spoken of 
favourably.  Gavin uses them also at the ESBA 
apiary.  I bought three two years ago and like 

them for ease of lifting though you have to 
scrub them with soda crystals and hot water 
and I have painted mine.  

7. What is your most important piece of kit?
Matches/lighter, I have travelled 20 miles when 
I forgot them!

8. What precautions do you take to beat 
disease?
This is difficult as I am not an expert but I do 
listen to everybody on the subject.  I have been 
using Apiguard in August and oxalic acid in 
December.  This year I am going to try Apivar 
from The Bee Vet.  It is said to be 99% effective 
in eliminating Varroa mites.  Also it is not 
temperature controlled unlike Apiguard which 
needs warmth (15º C.) — that means I can take 
the bees to the heather if they are strong and 
not worry about the temperature when the 
bees return.  Some members in the association 
are trying another new treatment but I was 
worried about the use of formic acid damaging 
the queen.

9. What do you like the most about 
beekeeping?
The wonderful bees, watching their fight for 
survival, hoping I help and not hinder.  I love 
the challenges of beekeeping — so much to 
learn. The honey is nice too.  The nicest days in 
the summer have been watching the bees and 
beekeeping in the countryside.
 
10. Are you optimistic about the future of 
beekeeping?
Yes, always optimistic, planning ahead and 
always growing in knowledge. The more you 
learn the less you know.  Many scientists and 
others financing research are all helping.

11. What one piece of advice would you give 
to people starting out?
Join the ESBA and the SBA and find a member 
to mentor you.

As well as being a passionate beekeeeper, Susan  
Anderson has played a vital role in the ESBA, being both 

secretary and webmaster for several years.
Last year Susan passed her Basic Beemaster exam.

www.eastofcotlandbeekeepers.org.uk



ESBA winter losses  
survey 2013/14

At the ESBA we have decided to keep a record of winter 
losses/survival in our association to inform us about any 
trends that might emerge and of how the membership is 
doing in regards of wintering.

The outcome of this local survey should provide us with  
essential information, which will be used (among other 
things) to help and inform newer members of the  

association. For example, we will be able to look at how  
Varroa are being managed.

Please take a few minutes to fill out the form below, and 
either email or post it to ESBA Committee Member Bill 
Hunter at 2b Arnhall Gdns, Dundee, DD2 1PH, or email to 
w.n.hunter@dundee.ac.uk
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