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Chapter One  
 

WHY CHANGE THINGS? 
 
 
 

Forget-me-not, borage and bee. 
 
 

 In recent times we're all having to wake up to the fact that 
bees are not quite as resilient and adaptable as we'd thought they 
were. They just can't cope with the endless environmental 
degradation that goes on, the monoculture, the pesticides, the 
pollution. But they also can't cope with the way we beekeepers have 
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been treating them. And I don't just mean the big commercial bee 
farmers with their cattle-lorry management, I mean ordinary well-
meaning beekeepers in their back-gardens with their couple of 
hives. 
 Not that anyone sets out to exploit bees or mistreat them or 
cause them ill-health. On the whole beekeepers are some of the 
nicest people around but, without meaning to, perhaps you and I 
have been adding to the many challenges bees have to deal with. 
We want to do a good job, we try hard - but, in some ways, we've 
failed.  
 In light of all the problems that bees face these days, it 
seems to me we need to take some responsibility for the situation 
ourselves and review the way we've been doing things. The way we 
were taught beekeeping, our hive-management, our priorities and 
attitude - all could use a little objective analysis. Nothing very 
radical but, crucially, the result could just tip the balance in favour 
of our bees.  
 Just as bees need to evolve to cope with changing 
circumstances, so too should beekeepers. The way we've been 
doing things for the last 160 years (since modern hives first 
appeared) has worked reasonably well, but things are changing at a 
tremendous pace and we need to change too, to keep up. More 
extreme weather conditions, the ever-increasing human population, 
loss of habitat and bio-diversity, the spread of genetically modified 
crops are all enormous factors, and any one of them should be cause 
enough for concern. Hive numbers around the world keep dropping 
- sometimes alarmingly fast - so doing nothing, changing nothing, 
will inevitably lead to disaster. Steady as she goes is just not good 
enough. We have to change direction. Examining our own 
beekeeping practices is surely a good place to start.  
  
 It wouldn't matter so much, except that beekeeping is 
probably the single most important job on the planet! We cannot 
afford to fail. We are the custodians of a species that is fundamental 
to the life-cycles of a vast range of flowering plants, which in turn 
are the food for animal species big and small (- including humans, 
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of course). If honeybees continue to decline, species everywhere 
will go down like dominoes. Perhaps it's our duty as well as our 
privilege to find a better way to work with our bees, helping them 
stay healthy and numerous. After all, if we don't, then who else 
will? 
 Of course our role is completely over-looked by 
governments - they still value bank-managers and barristers more 
highly than beekeepers, not realizing how much they need us. But 
perhaps that will change too, given the environmental crises 
unfolding around the planet. One day perhaps beekeeping will be 
properly recognized, and resourced and supported appropriately, 
but until then we'll all just have to muddle along as best we can. 
Helping and advising each other, learning all the time, challenging 
things when they need it. It's in this spirit that I offer the 
suggestions in this book.  
 
 For a start, beekeeping shouldn't just be about producing a 
surplus of honey - gratifying though that is. These days beekeeping 
also has to be about producing a surplus of bees, too - so that we 
can pass them on to other would-be beekeepers, rebuilding lost 
populations, strengthening genetic-diversity, ensuring pollinators 
wherever they're needed. And also, most importantly, beekeeping 
should be about ensuring that our bees stay healthy.  
 Surplus honey, surplus bees, healthy colonies - it's just 
common sense, I know, but sometimes it needs pointing out.  
 Too often beekeepers focus on the honey harvest, are put off 
by the complications of swarming and dividing colonies, and 
downright terrified by the long list of bee diseases.  The results they 
achieve are disappointing and they end up disillusioned - and their 
bees end up dead. This situation cannot continue; there's just too 
much at stake. We need to try a different approach.  
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Combs brimming with honey 

 
 

 Perhaps we all just need reminding that these goals - surplus 
honey, surplus bees and healthy colonies - are shared exactly by 
our bees too. They want the same things we want - or should want. 
So instead of fighting them, strait-jacketing their behaviour with 
archaic beekeeping practices, forcing them to do things they don't 
want to do - we only have to relax, watch, and work with our bees, 
helping them and supporting them where we can. Beekeeping is 
easy when you work with your bees. And if we get these things 
right then beekeeping isn't just easy and deeply satisfying - it can be 
financially rewarding too. Many people want to buy healthy bees 
and even more people want to buy good quality honey. What other 
job is so interesting, so rewarding and at the same time so 
important?! 
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 But that begs the question: How could so many well-
meaning, hard-working beekeepers have been getting it so wrong 
all this time? If beekeeping is so easy, why is the bigger picture so 
deeply worrying? 
 
  Part of the problem is the hives we were taught to use. 
They're restrictive and awkward and difficult to keep clean and 
healthy (in some respects they're actually worse than a 17th Century 
straw skep - at least those were emptied out completely sometimes). 
The way we were taught beekeeping needs a good shaking, too (- 
swapping honey for sugar syrup, for instance, is short-sighted as 
well as greedy). There are lots of other aspects to traditional 
beekeeping that need challenging - but that's hardly surprising 
considering how little it's changed in 160 years.  
 
 When I stepped back and questioned the way I'd been taught 
beekeeping (which is exactly the same way most people are still 
taught it 35 years later) I found things I wanted to change - and 
when I did, my bees did better. It was as simple as that. But that 
doesn't mean I've come up with the definitive way to keep bees well 
- not at all. I'm just learning, just the same as you and everyone else 
is. I'll show you what I've learned and then you can tell me where 
I've gone wrong, and between us all we'll perhaps get a little better 
at this beekeeping business. 
 Personally, I have found that changing over to a simpler 
hive and altering my approach has been key to the successes I have 
had, and that's why I recommend it and why I'm describing my 
experiences here. But if you can achieve good beekeeping with 
your present set-up, then more power to you. Whichever way we 
look after our bees, let's make sure we're doing the best job we can. 
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