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Time and again bees offer their pollination
services to enable us to enjoy freshly
harvested food of the highest nutritional
quality. But what do we give them in return
for these free natural services? Organic
gardener Julie Moore has lots of ideas to
help you care for your busy bees
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GET GROWING

Bees are estimated to contribute £651m to the UK
economy annually through pollination services.
Some 85% of the UK’s apple crops and 45% of
strawberry crops rely on wild bees and managed

honeybees to grow. It would cost the UK a staggering
£1.8bn annually to pollinate crops without them. With
new research revealing that the UK faces a food catastrophe
because of the declining number of honeybee colonies, now,
more than ever, bees need your support.
Ancient cultures held bees sacred and considered honey

a gift from the bees. Indeed, mankind has kept bees for
millennia, ensuring the survival of these revered creatures, that
is, until 150 years ago when everything changed dramatically.
With the advent of modern intensive agriculture came
‘modern beekeeping’ which, like its farming counterpart, was
geared to maximum production and profit with the health
and needs of the bees disregarded. Honey became a saleable
commodity for the first time in history.
Pesticides, disease and loss of habitat have all been cited

as reasons for the declining honeybee population. But
could the real reason for the demise of this elegant creature
be purely due to the selfishness of the human race?
“We’re taking what we can, which is a relatively modern

phenomenon,” explains Heidi Herrmann, co-founder and
trustee of the Natural Beekeeping Trust, an ‘alternative’
beekeeping movement which seeks to understand the
nature of bees and care for them to sui
needs rather than the needs of mankin
Heidi continues: “There was never this
greed of take, take, take 150 years ago
it’s a reflection of what we’re doing to
the earth as a whole.
“It really is an unfortunate

situation that many people believe
that bees are here to deliver honey to
us. Bees make honey to survive the
winter so that they can pollinate our
fruiting trees, flowers and vegetables
in the spring – that’s why bees are here
to help us. So apart from wanting them
to pollinate our food crops, we want to
them of their overwintering food.” In commercial
operations, all of the honey is taken and sugar mixed with
water is fed to the bees. This conversion depletes the bees
of vital energy. Furthermore, honey is irreplaceable – it
contains all the essential nutritional needs that the bees
have evolved upon to be happy and healthy with a strong
immune system.
Despite the dwindling numbers in honeybee colonies, the

demand for honey is still high – 25,000 tonnes of honey are
consumed annually in the UK of which only 1500 tonnes
are produced by British beekeepers. “Honey isn’t a food,

it’s a medicine,” Heidi is resolute.
“We have to change our view of the
product of this exquisite creature
and forget the bees as an agricultural
animal. Let the bees be wild again.”
Aside from boycotting honey sold
upermarkets, Heidi believes that
ers can be important allies of bees:

The most important thing is for gardeners to
consider their planting schemes and aim to provide habitats
and forage sources as diverse as possible.”When you develop
an environment attractive to pollinating insects, you also
encourage pest predators such as ladybirds.
Since bees are active until the last frosts and start foraging

again in spring, increasing the diversity of plants increases the
likelihood of flowers being available throughout the year, thus
ensuring there are no ‘hungry gaps.’ Scientists have found that
honeybees rely heavily upon ivy for the majority of nectar they
collect during the autumn months – this is a crucial time for
bees as they build up their stores for the winter. Heidi urges
gardeners not to rip up any ivy on their plot.
It’s not too late to plant spring bulbs now to ensure the

bees have an early source of pollen and nectar next year.
Crocuses are particularly important as they provide the first
food in spring.
Heidi continues: “Bees have a very strong preference for

herbs – one can only assume they get the same medicinal
benefits as we do. Marjoram is a very worthwhile plant
for bees to visit because the concentration of sugar in the
nectar is incredibly high. Nothing beats marjoram!”
Honeybees prefer open, daisy-like flowers such as cosmos,

sunflowers and plants of the Asteraceae family (Michaelmas
daisies, asters etc.). Verbena bonariensis is also a favourite. If
you’re looking to plant a rambling rose, ‘Rambling Rector’
not only produces masses of creamy white flowers, it’s
attractive to honeybees too.

Strap sun hives to trees or pergolas for honeybees

Honeybees prefer open, daisy-like flowers such as sunflowers
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BEES IN CRISIS

Create nesting sites
by making simple and
attractive houses for
beneficial insects

10 PLANTS BEES JUST CAN’T RESIST!

1. Marjoram 2. Basil 3. Violets 4. Phacelia 5. Lavender

6. Alliums (onions) 7. Runner beans 8. Nasturtiums 9. Verbena bonariensis 10. Roses

HONEYBEES BUMBLEBEES

Only one species of
honeybee in Europe.

24 different species of
bumblebee in the UK

Slim and small, wasp-like
appearance.

Fat and furry.

Have short tongues
and prefer to feed from
single, open flowers.

Different species have
different lengths of
tongue so feed from
different shaped flowers.

Live in hives of up to
60,000 bees.

Live in nests with 50 –
400 bees.

The queen lives in the
hive all year.

Only the queen hibernates
in a hole in the ground.

Queens can live for three
to four years.

Queens live for a year.
Other bumblebees live
for a few months.

Many hives are managed
by beekeepers, although
there are wild colonies.

Are wild creatures,
living in gardens and the
countryside.

Produce honey to survive
the winter, but often, the
honey is taken by man.

Produce small amounts
of honey which they
consume themselves.

Perform the ‘waggle
dance’ to communicate.

Do not dance.

Honeybees die after they
have stung.

They can sting more
than once.

CHARACTERISTICSOF
HONEYBEES&BUMBLEBEES

Avoid growing ‘double flower’ varieties as they produce
less nectar than single-flowered types and are more difficult
for the bees to access the pollen. F1 hybrids usually
produce very little pollen, so instead opt for organic, open-
pollinated seeds.
Gardeners should also be cautious about sourcing any

plants from garden centres and nurseries purporting to be
bee and pollinator-friendly plants – it’s caveat emptor, buyer
beware. “The pollinator-friendly labels are merely referring
to the plant genus being perfect for pollinators, but it doesn’t
identify the method by which the plant has been grown,”
warns Heidi. “It’s perfectly possible that the plant has been
grown with neonicotinoid pesticides.”This controversial class
of neurotoxins used in agriculture for pest control significantly
impairs the fertility of male honeybees, according to a new
study. “Gardeners should therefore source plants from
purely organic or biodynamic growers.”➤
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MATERIALS:
■ Recycled untreated
timber off-cuts
■ Nails
■ Drill with 2mm-10mm
sized bits
■ Hammer
■ Mitre or hand saw
■ Non-toxic paint

HOW TO:
STEP 1: Gather your
materials. Here we
used bamboo from
a neighbour, timber
panelling off-cuts
(10cm x 10mm) and
small logs from an
elderberry tree.

STEP 2: Using a hand
or mitre saw, cut the
base 13cm long. Cut
the sides to be 12cm tall
with a 30-degree angle
on top edge. Cut roof
pieces 11cm long with a
30-degree cut where the
ridge will meet.

STEP 3: Carefully nail
the sides to the base,
then add the roof and
nail it to the sides
to complete the
structure. Pre-drill pilot
holes to make it easier
or, if using longer nails
that would make it
stronger. The sloping,
overhanging roof will
deflect rain.

STEP 4: Cut all your
filler material to the
same depth (10cm) as the
house. Place the bamboo
inside with the logs
packed tightly. As the
wood dries out it
will shrink a little.
Drill holes between
2mm and 10mm in
diameter in the logs at
random, ensuring you
do not make a hole all
the way through to the
opposite side as bees
prefer a closed tunnel.

STEP 5: Use an old rag
and some leftover non-
toxic paint to create a
decorative wash. Dip the
rag in the paint, wipe it in
along the grain and use a
clean rag to wipe off any
excess paint.

STEP 6: Securely position
the bee house on a
sunny, south-facing wall
or fence at least a metre
from the ground. Bees
don’t like a house that is
too shady, wobbles or is
in a windy spot.

You’ll know when
bees are living in your
house when you see the
bamboo hollows filled up
with mud, leaves or bits
of fluff. When the tube
end has been completely
closed, it means that
inside there are six to
10 baby bees that will
emerge next spring.

CONTACT DETAILS
Further information about honeybees,
including the Sun Hive and other natural
hives, can be obtained from the Natural
Beekeeping Trust’s comprehensive website:
http://www.naturalbeekeepingtrust.org

STEP BY STEP MAKE A SOLITARY BEE HOUSE

1. Plant a garden that
flowers throughout the
year to ensure there
are no ‘hungry gaps’

2. Garden organically
or biodynamically.
The use of insecticides
and pesticides should
be prohibited

3. Sow organic,
open-pollinated seeds
in preference to
F1 hybrids

4. Choose single-flower
varieties. ‘Doubles’
produce much less
nectar and are difficult
for pollinating insects
to access

5. Plant ivy — it’s the
most important nectar
source in autumn for
honeybees

6. Create nesting sites
in your garden or plot:
■ Leave a small area to
go wild
■ Leave some ground
alone in the summer
months – bumblebees
will create nests in
undisturbed compost
heaps or underneath
hedgerows
■ Create underground
nesting sites
■ Strap Sun Hives to
trees for honeybees
■ Make a simple and
attractive house from
timber and bamboo to
attract solitary bees

7. Become a natural
beekeeper with hives
on your plot
or garden.

Another way gardeners can help the bees is to provide
nesting hives that can be strapped up in trees. Bees need hives
that will keep themwarm in winter. If they had choice, they’d
live in a cavity in a tree, whether natural or man-made.
So what is utopia for a bee? “Living in a cavity in a tree,

surrounded by either organically farmed land, or wild
areas where nature reigns supreme, or in an urban area
surrounded by gardens maintained either organically or
biodynamically and where everyone has a consciousness of
what honeybees need to thrive.That’s utopia!” muses Heidi.
She continues: “I have a feeling that we’re coming back to
revering the bees. Of course, this was perfectly normal in
the past – people had an intuition that bees were sacred
creatures, but in recent years we’ve completely lost the good
mutual relationship with them. I only take honey to use as
a medicine if a family member is ill and then I would only
take it from the strongest colony. I see honey as a gift.”
There’s little doubt that the plight of the bees is raising

awareness of the urgent need for the world to farm and
garden differently.Their crisis is really the crisis of our
consciousness.Their future is our future and it’s in our
hands. We are the generation that can save the bees once
and for all and ensure that the future really is bee-happy
rather than bee-gone. ■
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Baby bees emerging from bamboo
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