COLOSS ‘Beekeeping’ (= ‘B-RAP’) Core Project
COLOSS Annual Conference, Murcia, Spain - 2014.
Session notes from 7th September 2014

Introduction
This brand new Core Project has been created with the specific intention to support beekeepers and beekeeping.
No activities under this Core Project have taken place to date.
Bees have survived quite well in the wild over the last 50 million years, ranging from equatorial to polar regions.
They achieved this by finding suitable dispersed nesting sites, exploiting resources effectively, minimising
disturbance to their brood nest, and reproducing via swarming. Selection has been largely based on viability.
In contrast, modern beekeeping typically results in high colony densities, sometimes in unsuitable sites, with
frequent nest manipulations, often aimed at preventing swarming; susceptible colonies are maintained by use of
drugs allowing susceptible genes to be maintained in a population; forage resources in intensively managed
landscapes can expose colonies to pesticides; and beekeepers unilaterally select based on productivity and
temper.
There are many challenges for both bee research and training to overcome the discrepancy between evolutionary
adaptation and modern beekeeping practice. Practical solutions are needed to:
•

Optimise nutrition

•

Minimise pathogen transmission

•

Develop natural-like nest management

•

Develop effective pest infestation controls based on damage thresholds

•

Promote biotechnical control as method of preference

•

Reduce pesticide exposure

•

Select based on vitality first

Colony Monitoring, CSI Pollen, Varroa Control, RNSBB, and Apitox all touch on aspects of these. This Core Project
is focussed on ensuring that learning & understanding generated reaches the beekeepers and leads to modified
practice.
1st Core Project Meeting
Thirty delegates of the COLOSS Annual Conference, from 8 countries, attended the first meeting of the
‘Beekeeping’ Core Project. A list of named participants is appended. Ralph Büchler and Ales Gregorc led initial
discussions but highlighted that their involvement with other projects unfortunately prevented them from taking
a leading role in this Core Project. Although unable to attend the meeting, Flemming Vejsnæs and Preben
Kristiansen later agreed to jointly Chair this group.
Three focal points were identified for the 1st meeting:
•

What participants wanted the group to develop and achieve?

•

How to disseminate knowledge effectively from COLOSS to beekeepers?

•

Organisational matters: roles and meetings.

Group Objectives / Interests:
Round-table discussions resulted in the following being identified as areas of interest by attending participants:
•

Nutrition and its improvement; feeding methods and diets

•

Interactions between genetics and the environment; conservation of locally adapted populations;
motivating beekeepers to promote locally adapted populations

•

Spread results of the GEI experiment to the beekeeping community; transfer knowledge to the
“practical world” by engaging with queen breeders

•

Highlighting the association between honeybee health and productive beekeeping

•

Simplifying good beekeeping practice to encourage and improve on its take-up

•

Comparison and review of beekeeping management and diagnosis; recognition of vital functions

•

Sustainable varroa control with reduced emphasis on chemicals

•

The relationship between environmental factors, honeybees and wild bees.

•

Communicating the interaction between multiple factors in an easily understandable manner

•

Differences between how an individual and a colony responds; ability to buffer negative effects

•

Defining a healthy colony

•

Knowledge transfer; two-way flow between beekeepers and scientists; importance of listening to
beekeepers‘ needs; translating science into an understandable format

•

Active transfer of information and understanding into practice and policy

•

Adopting a different approach that recognises beekeepers as the “customer” of scientific knowledge

•

New mission of COLOSS – importance of introducing our mission to the beekeeping community to
promote the mutual exchange of ideas and information; COLOSS press releases to be distributed
more widely to beekeeping communities – either translated or rewritten potentially as an informal
article, where appropriate.

Approach:
The benefit of involving professional support, e.g. sociologists and market researchers, to explore unfamiliar but
effective methods to better engage and interact with the beekeeping community was highlighted. A forum
including beekeepers is likely to be needed to break the perception of “us” & “them”. Experience in Austria and
Germany has demonstrated that drawing an audience in with “tasty” desired subjects can make them more
receptive to other important learning topics. Some beekeepers have negative perceptions of scientists and it is
therefore important that researchers are open and receptive to feedback. It is equally important to highlight that
there is no magic solution or “magic bullet” - e.g. twenty years on and we are still struggling with varroa.
American knowledge transfer experience has shown how a ‘network analysis’ can be hugely beneficial in
identifying who people get information from, i.e. receptive people of influence and trust, and help guide who best
to interact with to assist with disseminating information to improve future practice. There are many associations,
advisory bodies, and extension agencies operating in different countries already engaged with disseminating

information. We should share our objectives with such groups and ask for their assistance in communicating
recent key knowledge.
Differences in scientific opinion are confusing to beekeepers as they are to the general public. Importance of
focussing on those areas were general consensus is reasonable well established, but also clarify how consensus is
reached and not based on individual findings. There is a duty to society to make our information useful in an
understandable and informative way. Even where no right solution exists, complementary approaches can be
adopted to deliver economical results in the long-term, even if not in the short-term. We need to be realistic on
our goals – we cannot solve all problems but can build on existing & developing knowledge; it is essential that we
motivate the beekeeping community to adopt effective new approaches even when they may seem more
complicated than traditional methods. Language is a hurdle that needs to be overcome; English predominates
the scientific literature but is not universally understood by beekeepers around the world.
Workshop:
A workshop was identified as the best vehicle to develop ideas further. Market researchers, network analysts
and/or knowledge exchange professional should be approached and ideally invited to such a first workshop. Yves
Le Conte suggested that a team of sociologists in France may be able to help; Fabrice Allier presented a useful
poster on a project on communication and understanding between farmers & beekeepers involving role playing
at the EurBee 6 conference that may be relevant.
Two potential venues for a workshop were proposed:
•

Plan A = Bologna (local organisers: Cecilia Costa and Piotr Medrzycki)

•

Plan B = Athens (local organiser: Maria Bouga; assistance from Aslı Özkırım)

Organisers will need to check with local management to confirm the venue for the workshop and available dates.
Although the date cannot be fixed at this stage, the intention is to aim for spring 2015.
A core group was identified to support the 2 joint Chairs (Flemming Vejsnæs and Preben Kristiansen), the group
and preparations for the workshop:
Aslı Özkırım , Ales Gregorc, Cecilia Costa , Dennis vanEngelsdorp, Malgorzata Bienkowska, Maria Bouga, Patricia
Aldea Sanchez, and Ralph Büchler.
Core Project name:
The ‘Beekeeping’ name of this Core Project did not seem to reflect its main purpose of promoting the two-way
transfer of knowledge and information between beekeepers and bee researchers. Peter Kennedy suggested an
alternative – an acronym of Bridging bee Research And beekeeping Practice (in short: Bridging Research &
Practice), i.e. “B-RAP”. B-RAP is also a play on words as ‘rap’ can be a form of communication (a slang term
referring to oration or speech performed in time to a beat). The change in name was put to the Conference
delegates and was accepted.
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