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Cumbria Bee Times 
June 2025 

New Issue 28 

 

 

In this issue: 
 
Editor’s Note: Tumbling into the      
June (& July) gap. 
 
Main Theme: Varroa – Monitor 
More, Treat Less. 
 
Yellow-legged Asian Hornet 
Update. 
 
Future editions: 
Cumbria Bee Times – An 
opportunity to strengthen BKA 
links across Cumbria – Over to 
You. 
 

 
Welcome to the June edition of the Cumbria Bee Times and 
thank you to Ian Gregory for the work he has put into editing 
the newsletter, it has been a pleasure to look back through the 
past copies on the Cumbria Beekeepers’ Association website.   
I retired from the NBU in September 2024 in my 9th year as a 
Seasonal Bee Inspector and made a promise to myself that I 
would not take on any regular commitments for a year, giving 
myself time to think through ‘what next?’  Here I am, editing a 
newsletter for the first time in my life having accepted the role 
very soon after finishing work so: that did not go quite 
according to plan.   Never the less I am very grateful to be given 
the opportunity and likewise I have been very lucky to have had 
the most glorious spring weather to enjoy, free of work 
commitments for the first time in my life.   We keep about 10 
colonies in two apiaries and currently have some colonies 
occupying double brood National hives with 4 heavy supers 
piled on top; in just short of 40 years beekeeping I do not recall 
a spring with so much nectar and pollen rushing into the hives.  
However, as I write this, the log burner is alight and for the 
moment leaves are blowing past horizontally, torn from the 
trees while much needed rain falls.  The dog roses are in 
flower, in my mind the start of the June gap so we have honey 
bee unfriendly weather with many mouths to feed in the 
colonies.  We need a low threshold for supplementary feeding 
especially of nucleus colonies. 

 

Dates for your diary: 
 
Cumbria Bee Health Day 
Penrith July 5th 2025 

 
 

 
 
Editor: Julia Hoggard  Kendal & South Westmorland BKA & Cumbria BKA 
(Views expressed in this newsletter are those of the editor & contributors and do not 
necessarily represent those of the CBKA). 

 
 
           cbteditor@gmail.com 
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Managing Varroa Mites: Monitor More, Treat Less. 

In conjunction with this article please consider reading the BBKA News February 2025 edition Pages 

10-17 with articles by Kirsty Stainton and Prof. Steve Martin/David Aston providing good back 

ground information relevant to this topic.  I have chosen not to reiterate their information.  Scan the 

QR for NBU ‘Estimating Varroa Mite Populations’ information. 

 

Here are the experiences of 2 Cumbrian beekeepers:- 

I am aware that many beekeepers in Cumbria are not treating colonies for Varroa mite. There have 

been talks at conferences, including the BBKA Spring Convention on Varroa Resistance in honey 

bee colonies and on the routes individuals and groups of beekeepers have taken towards Varroa 

resistance in their colonies, this journey should be taken cautiously.  The BBKA encourages 

monitoring mite levels and publishes both ‘Integrated Pest Management for Varroa Control’ and 

‘Natural Varroa-Resistant Honey Bees. Biology, Testing and Propagation’ available from their shop 

on the BBKA website.    The NBU strongly encourages monitoring Varroa levels and then integrated 

pest management depending on the mite count; inspectors see many colonies and on the down 

side, often see serious Varroa damage and treatments being (very) incorrectly applied.   Beekeepers’ 

decisions about what ‘Varroa mite path’ to take are dictated by experience; treatment history, never 

having treated, habit and maybe - monitoring results.   The whole spectrum is out there. The Varroa 

mite calculator of old is being redeveloped.  Personally, I am concerned that cause of death 

diagnoses of winter/spring die outs may often be incorrect and this would skew data and conclusions 

about the impact of Varroa mites on winter losses.   I have seen many combs where beekeepers 

decide isolation starvation is the cause of death but Varroa faeces are very evident in many comb 

cells – see image on Page 4 .  Ideally, we should base our beekeeping decisions on the best 

evidence we can obtain, hence keeping up with the topic of Varroa management along with the 

concept of monitoring regularly and basing management and treatment decisions on the results 

obtained.  I would also hope that most people would prefer not to put therapeutic chemicals into 

their colonies just as a matter of habit. 

My personal practice for many years has been: 

I heavily favour biotechnical methods of Varroa management; I prefer to use therapeutic chemicals 

in my hives only when necessary: I prefer to manage Varroa biotechnically all through the spring 

and summer so I can try to go into autumn and winter with low Varroa counts and I can take a couple 

of colonies to the heather if I wish without the need to push Varroa chemical treatments too late into 

the season for the colony to raise fit winter bees.  I want calm, docile colonies, a small to moderate 

amount of honey production and if the journey to honey bee Varroa resistance is possible, that would 

be a bonus but I remain to be convinced.  Although drone culling sounds very negative I regard 

rearing plenty of drone brood in colonies as potential drone breeding, if Varroa counts are low or 

even absent I am rearing large numbers of drones and those from good trait colonies can go on to 

become adults. 

Monitor regularly – for me that is primarily by drone pupae inspection at every colony inspection 

when drone brood is present.   I always cull the first drone brood of the year in colonies.  After that, 

I only cull if Varroa counts are too high.  If possible I check 300 drone pupae to make a decision.  

During late winter I use Varroa floor boards instead but I am not a happy mite drop counter.  I like 

the immediacy of drone brood mite counting.   For more information on counts  see 

the NBU fact sheet link.   
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Keep records and requeen colonies that persistently exhibit a high Varroa count or unpleasant traits.  

I requeen using  my own queens from docile colonies that may have low Varroa count traits. 

During the spring and summer I use biotechnical methods of control: 2 super frames inserted into 

the brood box from late March to July encouraging the bees to raise drone brood which I inspect for 

Varroa every time I inspect the colony and variously cull drone brood (the first Varroa ‘sink’ of the 

year, too much Varroa or a colony whose hygiene traits or temperament I do not favour) or keep 

drone brood to reach adult stage in order to raise drones (if absent or a very low Varroa count and 

a colony with good hygiene/disease and temperament traits).   

I have a low threshold for shook swarming to hammer Varroa if counts are too high and always cull 

the first comb of sealed brood after a shook swarm to remove as many mites as I can.   If I need to 

shook swarm to manage Varroa, the colony concerned is later requeened if possible. 

My choice of swarm control method always incorporates brood breaks to make life tough for Varroa. 

 

Sadly I have definitely not got to the 

point of completely ignoring Varroa, I 

have seen too many colonies in 

serious trouble with Varroa infestation 

at work and my own records show that 

some years Varroa counts are low in 

my colonies, other years are much 

more problematic and certain hive 

positions in the apiary are prone to 

higher counts even when requeening 

has taken place, presumably from 

drifting.  This latter variation would 

seem to me to be outside the control 

of the bees.  In the image (left) Varroa 

mites are clearly visible on drone 

pupae – the ill-fated colony number 1 

position in my apiary. 

For those beekeepers treating routinely it is well worth understanding and practising monitoring 

options thus allowing beekeepers to avoid the use and expense of chemical treatments when they 

are not necessary.   If Varroa resistance is out there, there are 3 routes to take on the journey: 

1. Ignore Varroa – there will inevitably be colony losses as a consequence of the mite and viral 

load in vulnerable colonies.  This is a difficult path to take for hobby beekeepers and new 

beekeepers who have invested heavily in their couple of colonies and cannot ‘afford’ loses. 

2. Monitor regularly and treat accordingly using integrated pest management – biotechnical and 

or chemical options using legal treatments, carefully following instructions on their use and 

keeping a record.   Avoid using the chemicals that are wax soluble and therefore linger in the 

combs, one of the causes of Varroa resistance to treatments. Treat as soon as the supers of 

main crop honey are off the colonies in summer so there is plenty of time for the colony to 

raise fit winter bees; surely, treatments used in the autumn months are too late to achieve 

this.  Heather forage is, of course, a challenge here. 

3. Raise your own spare queens form promising colonies in your apiary showing the traits you 

favour.   

      Julia Hoggard
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Encouraging Varroa Resistance & the Importance of Monitoring Mites. 

When I started beekeeping, back in 2014, I understood that I needed to control Varroa in my colonies 

at least twice each year, in July/August after I had removed my honey crop, and again around 

Christmas time, when the colonies wouldn’t have any sealed brood. Mostly I used Apiguard® in 

July/August and oxalic acid, later Apibioxal®, at Christmas. After a few years trickling between 

seams, I bought a vapouriser.  

We did occasionally insert Varroa boards and count mite drop, but I don’t think we ever decided not 

to treat, even though I knew that some beekeepers, in some parts of the country, were no longer 

treating their colonies with varroicides. We also occasionally checked drone comb for Varroa, but 

always found very little, no doubt because of the oxalic acid treatment we gave each December.  

During the 2023/2024 winter, we lost a lot of colonies. I think we went into that winter with 22 and 

came out with 12! We identified that 1 colony had probably died of parasitic mite syndrome, with 

Varroa faeces in the comb cells (image bottom left). Subsequently, we identified at least 2 more with 

the same signs. We had treated all our colonies at Christmas, but we had reverted to trickling, 

because were concerned about the fumes from the vapouriser.  We can only assume that we did 

something wrong, too weak a solution perhaps. 

We were impressed by the talk by Professor Stephen Martin that we watched at one of Kendal 

Beekeepers’ evening meetings. Subsequently, we bought Steve Riley’s book, ‘The Honey Bee 

Solution to Varroa’. The most important decision that we have taken is not to treat our colonies 

automatically against Varroa. Now we are monitoring the Varroa load in our hives, using Varroa 

boards, on a monthly basis. 

We thought there might be a possibility that the colonies that survived the 2023/2024 winter might 

have some resistance to Varroa. We didn’t see significant numbers of Varroa in any of our 10 or so 

colonies in our home apiary last summer, with the exception of one that we brought in from a top 

bar hive we had had at someone else’s apiary a few miles away. That colony had declining numbers 

of bees and was robbed out by adjacent colonies last August.   This last winter we have lost only 1 

colony out of 12 at home, this one following the loss of the old queen, after we stupidly failed to 

appreciate that the queen cells we removed in August had to be supersedure cells, not swarm cells. 

We had another colony that lost its queen, but that problem has now been rectified. 

This season, so far, we have found very few Varroa in our hives at home.  We are monitoring mite 

drop monthly and checking, and culling, drone brood produced below super frames in brood boxes. 

We see some evidence of uncapping, with some examples of sac brood. Of course, you wouldn’t 

expect to find much uncapping on cells containing Varroa, if there is so little Varroa in the hives. The 

image below right is of drone larvae, again with no Varroa found. 
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Where do we go from here? We’ve joined BIBBA’s Varroa Resistance Strategy and received various 

emails. We’ve asked members of Kendal Beekeepers if any other members are interested in 

encouraging Varroa resistance and would like to pool experiences. We’d like to ask that question of 

all members of all beekeeping associations in Cumbria. If anyone reading this article would like to 

reach me, my contact details are given below. 

 

 

Dick Towler  dicktowler49@gmail.com  07771 998554 

Kendal & South Westmorland BKA 

 

Yellow-Legged Asian Hornet – Cumbria Update June 2025.  

Andy Brown - County Coordinator 

 

                                         
 

It has been a while since the first forum of volunteers met to help Cumbria as a whole manage the 

inevitable arrival of Vespa velutina (the Asian yellow-legged hornet). In October 2023, in a forum at 

Brigsteer, a pan-Cumbrian collection of volunteers representing most of the BKAs in the county were 

unanimous in their resolve to have as an effective approach to managing the YLH, in both initial 

detection and subsequent containment. Since then, there have been a number of NBU/BBKA on-

line conferences and Cumbria YLH team meetings of Cumbrian coordinators in the various BKAs.    

The upshot of these meetings and discussions is to assess the best methods of threat-management, 

based on information from the NBU (as a result of lessons learned in France and Spain), rally 

available resources and establish a coordinated team of volunteers. Addressing the last issue, it 

becomes important to establish what exactly is required of a volunteer. Currently a potential 

volunteer needs to register with their BKA secretary, stating that they wish to volunteer. In turn, the 

secretary informs the BBKA representative for coordinating volunteers and the volunteer is entered 

on a privately accessed interactive register and map for coordinators to use. 

 

So, what is a volunteer expected to do? There are three types of volunteer and any volunteer can 

hold multiple roles: 

 

1. Coordinator   2. Verifier  3. Monitor 

 

mailto:dicktowler49@gmail.com
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A coordinator will usually be a volunteer within (but not exclusively) a specific BKA area, tasked to 

be the first point of contact should the BBKA/NBU need assistance. The coordinator will 

communicate information in relation to a credible sighting of a YLH to a verifier or monitor and then 

keep both the NBU and verifier in coordination alongside the wider volunteer group. 

A verifier is a volunteer who would go to a reported sighting with a trap, coordinate with the reporter 

and maintain a watch for a reasonable period to see if there is a YLH in that area. If a confirmed 

sighting is made then they will refer to the coordinator and the NBU will act from there. (Until further 

notice there will be no requirement for volunteers to track the YLH). 

A monitor is a volunteer who would, when requested, keep a regular watch for YLH in a given area 

assigned to them (usually very locally) using traps, possibly open traps with camera or in person, to 

monitor an area of concern for a specific period of time. 

 

Currently, our Cumbrian county coordinators are Claire Woowat, covering all the BKAs under the 

umbrella of the Cumbria BKA (Carlisle, Penrith, Keswick, Cockermouth and Whitehaven) with myself 

working alongside Claire with the rest of the county’s BKAs (Kendal & South Westmorland, 

Sedbergh and Furness).   To date the coordinators have been working alongside volunteers on trap-

making, educational roles and interaction with other useful organisations, such as rural communities, 

local government and services that would benefit from knowing the threat and understanding the 

process that is in place. There are also efforts being made to assist in financing this process.  If you 

are a volunteer within Cumbria and not already on the WhatsApp group, please contact me to be 

included; this will keep you updated with meetings, actions and national information. Send your 

name, your BKA organisation and mobile number to me at cumbriaaht@gmail.com and I will add 

you to the group. If you want to be a volunteer then contact your BKA YLH coordinator or secretary. 

 

Education of the public is vital, misinformation and bogus reports are the leading challenge to the 

time and resources of the few people triaging reports. There is a website for volunteers to access 

resources and see latest information which I will link to all volunteers, if you are a volunteer and 

have not yet had this link then please let me know. There is also a webpage with all the updates on 

YLH in the UK here: www.kendalbeekeepers.com/asian-hornet . This webpage is a one-stop-shop 

for all you need to know with appropriate links. 

     

 

At the beginning of June volunteers prepared bait station/trap components and spent an afternoon 

assembling them to supply every BKA in Cumbria with enough bait stations/traps to deal 

immediately with a reported sighting.   The bait stations convert to traps if required and used the 

Kent/Guernsey AHT plans; details are here: 

https://www.kendalbeekeepers.com/_files/ugd/38c525_cc45d331cb9c4fb1ab5e4b8ca36739f8.pdf 
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Cumbria Bee Times – Over To Cumbrian Beekeepers.  

 

The next edition of the CBT will be due in September 2025.    My ideas for the future involve: 

• I would like content to usually be Cumbria relevant & related as mentioned in the introduction 

• A main theme for separate editions 

• A focus on Cumbria’s individual BKAs – perhaps an association generating the main articles 

for a quarterly edition 

• Consider linking in to talks at county wide meetings/the honey show talks 

• Trying to encourage your feedback and involvement (please!) 

• A closing date by the end of the month preceding the edition – so, for example, end August 

for the September edition 

• Sharing details of events across the county. 

 

It would be very good to hear what beekeepers across the county would like the CBT to cover. 

We are constrained by the data limit on information we can circulate via eR2.  In this edition this has 

limited the number of images.  The website could offer a route to a copy with more information but I 

am conscious that not everyone has access to electronic copy and I do not want anyone to feel 

excluded.   

Next Edition No. 29 -  September 2025. 

Focus on Whitehaven BKA  -  Main Theme: BKA’s and Education 

The editor would like to hear from beekeepers on the topic of keeping colonies dry in Cumbria 

through winter, photographs are most welcome.   Deadline end August 2025    cbteditor@gmail.com 

Edition No. 30 -  December 2025. 

Main Theme: Christmas Reading - Books and on line websites & videos that you use to learn from 

for your Cumbrian beekeeping.   What do you think other beekeepers would find useful?  Please 

send your recommendations to the editor.   Deadline end November 2025      cbteditor@gmail.com 

 

A Day Out this Summer?      

                        

      Bees: A story of Survival         

  

Liverpool Museums Exhibition extended to September 28th 2025 

https://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/whatson/world-museum/exhibition/bees-story-of-survival 

 


