
Reading around. . .  
a monthly glance at a topic or two in the media 
with Archie McLellan 

 

o you leave some honey ‘for the bees’ after the summer harvest? Does it harm the bees 

to give them over-winter feed of sugar only? Is granulated sugar (sucrose, usually given 

as syrup or fondant) better for the bees than corn syrup – and is that relevant in the UK?  

In what started as a post on Beekeeping economics but veered into these other questions in 

the comments, David Evans1 gives his answers – which, as always, derive from his 

experience and refer to research. Here’s a taste:  

‘Some beekeepers leave a super or two at the end of the season ‘for the bees’. This is … 

false economy if you want to have any profit. … There is no compelling (or even vaguely 

convincing) evidence that bees overwinter more successfully on honey rather than on a 

granulated sugar feed. None.’2 

Now, you might be a little startled by how categorical that is – especially if you’ve read 

Rusty Burlew3 say things like:  

‘A diet made of mostly [syrup] would lack the vitamins, minerals, pollen, and micronutrients 

found in honey. All these little extras help the bees build a strong immune system, among 

other things. Honey bees need to eat honey. Period.’4  

David’s post is actually all about what you should charge for honey if you hope to make a 

profit. The honey vs syrup issue comes up again in the comments. David’s responses are 

illuminating.  

When I joined MBKA, I asked a group of members if it was possible to cover one’s running 

costs after the initial outlay. The huge chorus of NO! was a bit disappointing, but it was 

mostly in jest. You were having fun, weren’t you? WEREN’T YOU?? 

 don’t watch much YouTube. That’s a bit like saying ‘I don’t watch television.’ No one 

believes you. I do however have to recommend just one clip of exquisitely expert and 

elegant handling of bees. Randy Oliver writes a monthly column for the magazine American 

Bee Journal and his articles also appear on his blog, Beekeeping Through the Eyes of a 

Biologist.5 There’s a video6 of him doing an inspection and mite count, and it’s full of 

wisdom and experience – but there’s an element of ‘Do as I say, not…’ He doesn’t wear any 

protective clothing. He barely wears any clothing! 

 study published earlier this year in the journal Biological Conservation7 made headlines 

for suggesting that 40 percent of all insect species are in decline and could die out in the 

coming decades. It got everyone talking. And now, you’ll have noticed that Mr and Mrs Joe 
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Public not only have the background noises of Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD) for their 

conversation with the next beekeeper they meet, but also what they heard about insects 

possibly being wiped out completely a century from now. The BBC Radio 4 programme More 

or less, in an episode called Insectageddon8, was not alone in finding many shortcomings in 

the data in this study. In an interview with lead author Francisco Sánchez-Bayo, we heard 

him say that he and his co-author didn’t have the data to prove their claims statistically. But 

that didn’t mean they shouldn’t make these claims, he said. ‘We know that this is 

happening. So it’s better to do it now and not ten years later when we will have a more 

serious problem. We think that the world’s insects could be wiped out in a century from 

now.’ 

Well, I know I don’t have to wash vast quantities of insect corpses off my car nowadays. 

Even though my modern car is more streamlined, I still form a gut feeling from my little 

piece of observational research. I don’t publish it but it makes for easy-going conversation.  

By his own admission, there is a strong element of gut feeling in Sánchez-Bayo’s work, 

though he doesn’t use that phrase. Somehow, ‘gut feeling’ and ‘peer-reviewed scientific 

study’ are phrases I don’t usually associate with each other. 

o help us all feel a little less downbeat about the future of the planet, I like to say to Joe 

and his wife: there isn’t a shortage of honey bees, just of beekeepers. And there might 

be some truth in that, because honey bees are a managed stock. But getting good data on 

honey bee losses is challenging. In the US in particular, honey bee colony losses are 

significant. Emily Scott’s blog, Adventuresinbeeland,9 looked at the US and UK honey bee 

colony survival rates10. The picture is not clear, she found, because of shortage of data, but, 

overall, she thought that things in the UK weren’t too bad. 

While on the topic of insufficient research/data, have you ever wondered why any 

discussion on the health benefits to humans of eating honey is, or should be (!), qualified 

with cautionary notes that more research is needed?11 A recent item12 on the BBC News 

website (under the heading, Is red meat back on the menu? 13) asks why, on the subject of 

dietary research, the quality of evidence is so poor? ‘Welcome to the challenging and 

difficult world of nutrition research’, it says. ‘As you can’t lock people up for a lifetime and 

force-feed them to determine the health impact of different foods, you have to rely on 

imperfect research. … We live in a world of imperfect data and it’s not about to change.’ 

h well. I suppose getting by in most areas of life is that bit easier if we accept that 

nothing’s perfect. 

And instead of fretting we could watch a movie. Peter Fonda died a couple of months back. 

He starred in a beautiful film called Ulee’s Gold (1997). Ron Miksha14 wrote a review15 of it 

at the time: ‘From a beekeeper’s perspective, movies just don’t get any better. The Florida 
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Beekeeper’s Association has already given Peter Fonda their highest recognition – he was 

named Beekeeper of the Year last year.’  

I love the moment in the film when we eavesdrop on his sweet nothings at the romantic 

climax.  

Her: ‘Right, tell me what’s so special about this honey of yours.’  

Him: ‘Well, it’s very rare,’ he says, ‘and it never crystallises no matter how long it’s left out. 

In the whole world, only the river and swamps along this area allow the trees enough 

isolation to give purity…’ (Fades behind music.) 

It’s such a tender moment. 

Next month, I’ll glance at recent coverage of that holy grail of beekeeping: the search for 

mite-resistant bees. 
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 https://theapiarist.org/beekeeping-economics/ 
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information at his website that is out of date or not supported by evidence. He writes: ‘I have no interest in 
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6
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ewqWVguGRvc 
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guideline-recommendations-from 
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 Ron Miksha says his writing ‘is half about bees, half about personal stuff, and at least half about the 
environment. You can catch all those halves on his blog.’ He is a geophysicist who also does a bit of science 
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