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November is, without doubt, the best time of the year to hold a bee-keepers’ conference.  The honey is off and extracted, bees fed and treated, so what better way to spend a Saturday than by meeting all your bee-keeping friends and swapping news of the season’s fruitfulness.  (Note for beginners.  Do not necessarily treat all the reports of huge honey yields as strictly accurate.)  
The venue was again Hillsborough Community Centre which is really an ideal place with all the facilities one could wish for.  I must place on record the excellent way in which the participants were looked after by the staff, the catering was exemplary and all the service was everything that could be wished for. It should be placed on record the magnanimous gesture of Mr. Ditty for supplying all the little tab-nabs and sweet things which were so gratefully received, they were hard to resist.
The conference was got under way by our President Bill Turnbill, who, just in passing, reported on his American visit to Rhode Island, where he had been asked to attend to promote his excellent book on how not to keep bees.  He does it all with such aplomb and no sign of gloating at all. 
Our first speaker of the morning was Professor Tom Sealey of Cornell University,
with the unique subject of “Honeybee Democracy”.  Democracy isn’t such a new thing; the Greeks introduced it in 508 B.C. The bees have had it for about a million years.
Supreme power is invested in the population of worker bees who, with the collective, or hive mind, manage the life cycle of each and every bee, when they swarm, when queens are produced etc., demonstrating the overall process of how democratic decision is made.  There really is nothing like practical experimentation to pave the way to logical deduction.  He described, with the aid of fantastic photographs and videos, the workings of the scout bees and how they selected a new hive site; also the initial reduction from several sites to one particularly suitable site by the scouts.  He also demonstrated the ‘beeping of the bees’ and examples of head butting and the reason for it. This was new to myself and, I suspect, a lot of others in the audience.
(The author would like to confess at this point that I was so engrossed at this stage that I completely forgot to take contemporaneous notes, so excuse errors please)
The sheer time and patience spent and intricate manipulation of the bees by the speaker and his assistant scientists is quite awe-inspiring and I raise my bonnet to all involved in this wonderful piece of apiculture.
We now had a wee break for a coffee and recovery.
The second speaker of the morning was Dr. Jamie Ellis, well known to most of the audience.
Dr. Ellis paid grateful acknowledgement to previous speaker and then launched into some facts and figures on present day bee populations and their role in the welfare of mankind.
With particular reference to the United States he quoted 144 million lbs of honey from 2.5 million colonies, to give some idea of the dimension of the business, he put the point that pollination was the big thing and where the money was to be made.  With 20% crop dependency on honey bees it is easy to see why.  He emphasised the fact that there has been a steady drop in hive colonies since 1942 with no identifiable reason so far.  Everyone has their drum to beat on the subject, but, so far, beyond doubt, no reason has been identified.  The usual culprits, Varroa, CDD all have their proponents and even cell phones and Alien Abduction have their fans, but I fear that there is no concrete evidence yet on the decimation of colonies. Genetically modified crops seem to have no known by-product issues or ill effects.

But! Recent research is now highlighting the pesticide effects on honeybees and as this is a hotly disputed topic in the USA, it is imperative that the scientists get it right.  It is noted that insecticide in parts per billion seems to be more harmful that parts per million. 

The small hive beetle, a subject dear to the heart of our speaker, was discussed and latest update on this fearful pest showed that it is thriving, despite humanity’s feeble efforts at its annihilation.

This very technical, but well presented lecture was a wake-up trumpeting in the ears of the audience regarding uses of modern pesticides and should be heeded by all.
I must confess that I listened to 100% of this lecture, absorbed about 50% and understood about 25%, but wouldn’t have missed an iota of it, for a pension.
Tom Williamson, our resident Bee inspector reported on bee population and health of same throughout the Province. Cerannae found and some resistance to the chemical Varroa treatment strips indicated.  He outlined the limitations of DARD, legally, in the importation of bees.  Overall there was a definite fall in the incidence of foul Brood throughout the Province.
Whilst the Honey Judges evaluated their findings the rest of us had lunch.
After lunch all hands were whipped in for a photo shoot. Copies not yet available at time of writing.
After lunch Jamie Ellis gave his second lecture of the day entitled,
“Honey Bee Colonies as Super-organisms”
This was a major explanation of the implicit relationship of the honeybee and its role as an independent but dependant part of the smallest viable unit, i.e. The Swarm.  This was emphasised by a fascinating description of the interplay of bees in the workings of the hive.
This was followed by an outline of the necessities required for a hive to exist, including ventilation, waste disposal, thermal regulation (35deg.C) Immune response and others, playing their part in the healthy hive, which is the simple sum of its individual parts.
This was followed by a question session.
The third American, Robert Brewer gave a short but succinct report on Honey Judging in the USA, where the Welsh Method is used and some of the results, good and bad on the introduction of honey judging. 
The speaker then awarded the successful candidates of the recent  examinations with their certificates.
The final speaker of the afternoon was the return of Tom Sealey   with the subject of 
Bee Navigation – How??
How do the bees know which direction to fly when they are transferring from one hive to another?   Only about 3% know the way, so how do they lead the rest, including the queen to the new hive site?  This was an amazing revelation to all in the room.  The research must have been exhaustingly thorough, but probably the most rewarding work.
To discover the existence of the warm-up signal (piping) to those bees not involved in scouting, by the scouts themselves, a few minutes before departing existing hive.  This piping is followed by a buzz/run signal, completely different from the piping, which is the evacuation of those leaving.
The swarm flight travels about 5mph, about 10 to 15 ft above the ground and most remarkably of all is guided by the scout bees flying at much faster speeds in the direction of the new hive and keeping in the upper reaches of the swarm.  The immediate location of the new hive is marked by scenting bees pointing towards entrance.
This, clearly borne out by video evidence, was without doubt the highlight of the whole conference for this author.  I found it utterly amazing.
`The conference chairman organised the president Mr. Turnbill to award the prizes to the winners of the honey show and other presentations to various bodies within the scope of apiculture in the Province.
      Finally we were all dispatched off home, already looking forward to next year’s bit-of-a-do.

