The wild honeybees of Snowdonia – Clive Hudson
Most of us like honey and want to help honeybees; but how much do we know about these amazing
insects?

Figure 1: Wild honeybees of Snowdonia – a queen with her attendants
Are they an indigenous native species? Are they wild, feral or commercial? Do they depend on
Humankind for their survival, and do the honeybees in hives need to be treated with medication and
fed with supplements and additives?
These questions have been slowly sharpening their focus for decades, possibly for as long as 150
years! They have come to the fore in the last few decades and now, with help from our local
honeybees, beekeepers in and around Snowdonia are actively engaged in offering answers to these
questions.
Until the 1850s the British Isles had one honeybee, the Northern European Dark Bee – often referred
to as the Welsh, English, Scottish, or Irish Black Bee. Other areas of Europe have other subspecies,
prehistorically separated by mountain ranges. From the 1850s after discovering that the subspecies
could interbreed, different honeybees have been brought into Britain – particularly the lighter,
orange coloured honeybees from southern Europe. Why you may ask? The motivation ranges from
altruistic reasons of curiosity and science, to commercial reasons. The overriding motivation for
these cross-breeding experiments is probably the well-known ‘grass is greener’ syndrome – the futile
desire to breed a ‘super bee’; a honeybee that was easier to handle, less aggressive, and more
profitable.
With the recent media interest in ‘the plight of bees’, and the ease of online purchasing, many
businesses are selling imported honeybees. The number of queen honeybees and bee colonies
imported into the UK has increased every year for the last 11 years; in 2020 over 25,000 were
1

imported from the EU. Honeybees are also imported from other countries outside the EU. These
imports have caused widespread concern and a recent parliamentary petition initiated by Anne
Rowberry, Chair of the British Beekeepers Association (BBKA), has been running to try and stop this
importation with over 16,900 signatures. https://www.bbka.org.uk/news/petition-to-stopimporting-honeybees
So where is the problem? Biodiversity could be one casualty of this importation; the continued
movement of alien honeybees into an area will lead to the diminution and eventual loss of the
genetic makeup and alter the genotype of the local honeybee. This problem is explained in an
introductory statement of the aims and objectives of the International Association for the Protection
of the European Dark Bee (SICAMM). http://wwww.sicamm.org/objectives/
A second problem as you move honeybees from one country to another is the potential for the
simultaneous movement of pathogens, pests and diseases that are new and dangerous to the local
population of honeybees. A well-published example of this is the varroa mite.
A further problem with ‘brought-in bees’ is the practical difficulties they can present to the
beekeeper. Although colonies headed by an imported queen may do well in good weather, many do
not survive a cold, wet winter. Also, queens that initially breed calm and docile honeybees can on
their next and subsequent generations propagate very, very nasty honeybees after mating with
drones from the local honeybees.
The above is a very brief introduction to the questions being considered by many beekeepers. So
how are the honeybees of Snowdonia helping to illuminate evidence towards answering these
questions? Firstly, local honeybees have developed a natural resistance to the varroa parasite that
first infested UK honeybees nearly 30 years ago. Secondly, study of their genetics demonstrates that
Snowdonia and the Lleyn Peninsula still has a strong lineage of native dark honeybees.
The ‘varroa problem’ has dominated beekeepers attention since the mite was first discovered in the
UK in 1992. Through its reproduction cycle inside bee larvae, the mite transmits harmful viruses to
the colony. The default treatment to kill this mite is chemical miticides approved by the Veterinary
Medicines Directorate. Vast sums of money and many research projects have tried to breed a
varroa-resistant honeybee – none have been completely successful. Some honeybees, however, that
have been kept without using chemical treatments - treatment-free - have developed a natural
varroa resistance. Recent research by the University of Salford has recognised North West Wales as
an important area of naturally varroa-resistant honeybees where many beekeepers are keeping their
bees treatment-free (Figure 2). https://www.bbka.org.uk/shop/bbka-special-edition-natural-varroaresistant-honey-bees-new
We, along with many others in this area of Wales, do not treat the honeybees in our hives with
chemicals, and our bees are thriving.
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Figure 2: Approximate locations of Natural Varroa-Resistance where beekeepers have kept
honeybees treatment-free for 10 years or more (yellow), 5-10 years (white), 3-5 years (brown).
Stephen Martin and Isobel Grindrod, University of Salford
BBKA News Natural Varroa-Resistant Honey Bees (2020)
We have kept honeybees for 37 years and recent research by Bangor University has confirmed what
many of us have long believed; our dark coloured local honeybees are native or near-native Apis
mellifera mellifera (Amm), a strain of the Northern European Dark Bee. Genetic analysis shows a
high proportion of Amm in honeybees throughout Wales, and especially in North West Wales. This
research supports the views of members of Lleyn & Eifionydd Beekeepers’ Association, and led the
Association to initiate a Voluntary Conservation Area (VCA) for our native honeybee:
https://e-voice.org.uk/llebka/vca-voluntary-conservation-a/
So do we have a wild honeybee in Snowdonia? As far as we are concerned the answer is a
resounding, yes! It is a native species of our Snowdonia Celtic Rainforests. The honeybees we keep in
our hives are identical to those living in trees and buildings. We record local wild-living colonies and
currently know of 17 in trees, and 24 in buildings; many of these were first surveyed in 2012 and are
still alive.

Figure 3: A storm-damaged oak tree revealed a large honeybee colony
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Figure 4: A close-up of the storm-damaged oak tree and honeybee colony
Geographically our area is somewhat isolated, and most local beekeepers are very happy with our
locally adapted honeybees. Left to themselves our local honeybees gradually get darker over the
years as they revert to their environmental ecotype. Next time you watch honeybees visiting flowers
try and see how many are dark coloured and how many have a band or two of Mediterranean
orange!
For further information on this topic: https://beemonitor.org/
If background information on the importance of locally adapted native honeybees is of interest,
there is an excellent illustrated lecture by John Chambers, delivered at the National Honey Show in
2018, and available on YouTube. ‘Basic honey bee genetics for beekeepers’:
https://youtu.be/w-pAQt6pFhM
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