SURVIVAL TRAITS OF THE
EUROPEAN HONEY BEE

European honey bees are generally forest creatures. Here’s why!

Walt Wright

Every action and reaction of the
honey bee colony is based on sur-
vival instincts. The species has had
eons to perfect their survival in-
stincts. Those instincts even gov-
ern lack of activity in some circum-
stances. Every aspect of the colony
activities are oriented toward sur-
vival, That concept may sound like
over statement to the beekeeper
who haz not considered
the subject at all, but this
series will attempt to sub-
stantiate that position.

Honey bees are wild
creatures that man has
elected to use for his own
purposes. To effectively
harness the energies of
this wild creature, we need
to be familiar with the sur-
vival characteristics that
motivate them. The more
you know about the sur-
vival traits of this species,
the better beekeeper you
will be. Instead of fighting
the natural instincts of
colonies in your care, you
can work within their nor-
mal operations. You will
find that working “with"”
the bees is less time con-
suming and improves your
bottom line,

The reference litera-
ture, for reasons un-
known, has very little definition of
survival traits. Most management
recommendations of the popular lit-
erature are oriented to imposing
your will on the wild creatures. Its
also recognized in that same litera-
ture that the approach produces lim-
ited success. Some colonies will
succeed in fulfilling their survival
instincts in spite of your best ef-
forts to undermine their progress.

This series will start so basic
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as to be boring to the reader. We
feel we need to build from the
ground up. The content of the first
segments provide the background to
be applied to detailed information
coming later., The detailed informa-
tion in later segments has met con-
siderable resistance from “experts®
and experienced beekeepers. Per-
haps the proper foundation will help

usemda may ke tree-like than we think.

support the more controversial con-
cepts,

The activities of the colony are
tailored to two main levels of sur-
vival objectives. Short-term survival
iz top priority and involves survival
of the existing colony. Perpetuation
of the species by reproductive
swarming is a long-term survival
requirement that is a lower-level pri-
ority. However, reproductive swarm-
ing runs a close second priority.

Those that can safely swarm, in any
given season, do just that.

Rating of colony survival above
species survival can be seen readily.
A weaker colony or one in poor build-
up forage areas does not entertain
swarm ambition. They protect their
own survival as best they can. Sea-
sonal variations in forage availabil-
ity cause “"swarmy” or low-swarm-
ing years. Omnly the
colony that can afford
it, in any given year, pro-
duces a reproductive
swarm. They do not
jeopardize survival of
the existing colony to
reproduce,

Its not generally
recognized in the popu-
lar literature that the
honey bee is a forest
creature. Their survival
format was developed
for life in the primordial
forest of Europe. Home
was a hollow tree, and
tailoring of their sur-
vival format for that cir-
cumstance can be seen
in almost all of the sea-
sonal activities of the
colony. They can sur-
vive and reproduce in a
forested area where
there is a solid canopy
of treetops within their
flight range. Agricultural sources,
such as clovers, are not needed in
their survival strategy, but the
colony takes advantage of the nec-
tar bonanza and stores more than
they need when provided extra
space. When space is restricted in
the tree hollow, they could ignore
clovers. Survival requirements are
typically satisfied prior to agricul-
tural source appearance, but they
might use some of the bonanza to
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