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Unique Honey 
from a Unique 

Land
The Chatham Islands beekeepers 

forging a new path



Beekeeping and Business 
Balance on the Chathams

The story of Go Wild Apiary and its founders Francesca Bonventre 
and Kaai Silbery on the Chatham Islands is one of innovation,  
but also balance, as they seek to bring a new concept and  
modern way of doing business to an archipelago long treasured 
for its isolation.

The couple have lived on the Chatham Islands since 2014 and until 
this year both held jobs at Hotel Chatham, a hub for much of the 
islands’ growing tourism industry.

The 10 islands, approximately 800km off the east coast of 
mainland New Zealand, were recorded as home to a population of 
663, at the 2018 census.

“When we first came here Chatham Islands was marketed as 
‘New Zealand as it used to be’ – 40 years behind the mainland,” 
Bonventre explains.

“Most of the tourists were older people who came to see how it 
was they lived in the older days, or people coming to hunt and fish. 
We are switching that up a bit though and putting more of a focus 
on ecotourism.”
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Their small but burgeoning beekeeping operation is central 
to their “switching that up”, with the inventive concept of freeze-
drying honey just the start.

GETTING GOING
Freeze-dried honey was the brainchild of Silbery who, when 
working as head chef at Hotel Chatham in 2018 sought a method 
of making honey produced on the Chatham Islands more 
appealing to her style of cooking and chefs in general. 

The chef then took the honey creation to the National 
Hospitality Championships that year. The inventive product 
was well received and since then some top chefs have begun 
incorporating it into their menus.

While supplying restaurant trade has been instrumental in 
getting Go Wild’s freeze-dried honey off the ground, so too have 
been willing buyers amongst tourists to the islands. However, 
there is more than one string to the bow of Go Wild Apiary, and 
the tourism market looks set to continue to play a key role in the 
business’s growth. 

HOTEL VACANCY
When they moved to the Chatham Islands in 2014 Silbery took 
up the position of head chef at Hotel Chatham, while Bonventre, 
from Italy and with a legal background, found a job in the offices 
of the hotel covering various administration and marketing tasks. 
Between them they played key roles in helping build a burgeoning 
tourism industry on the islands, Bonventre explains.

“Tourism is a new thing here and when we first arrived, tourism 
was not really understood. Seven years later, people are investing 
in tourism on the island because they now see it as a possible way 
to go.”

Silbery, who was born and raised on mainland New Zealand 
but who has Chatham Islands heritage, says many locals were, 
and still are, concerned about the Chathams “becoming Waiheke 
Island”. However, Bonventre’s background gives her a different 
perspective.

“Not many people wanted tourists, but for me, coming from Italy 
and having been brought up with tourism, I helped and supported 
the hotel owner who wanted to go down that direction. We have 

Go Wild freeze-dried honey 
was initially developed for use 
in the chef trade. Here creator 
Kaai Silbery has incorporated 

it into a homemade maple and 
walnut ice cream. 

In the competitive honey market, Chatham Islands beekeepers Francesca 
Bonventre and Kaai Silbery have built a brand and a product with a 

difference, and not just because of its point of origin in the remote islands. 
Go Wild Apiary’s freeze-dried honey has captured media attention since 

its launch in 2018, and even won the Honey Based Food Item category 
at Apiculture New Zealand’s national conference in June. However, the 
inventive product is just one part of the couple’s growing business and 

what they hope is a step towards creating a more prosperous and lasting 
beekeeping industry on the islands.

www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/beekeeping-and-business-balance-on-the-chathams
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Be confident with your honey, by testing with New Zealand’s leading 
analytical test provider. We offer an extensive range of honey tests  
with fast turnaround times, using the latest technology and methods, 
providing IANZ accredited results you can trust. 

Test your honey with the laboratory that’s 100% New Zealand owned 
and operated. 0508 HILL LAB  |  hill-laboratories.com 

Results you
can trust

helped take the industry to where it is now. Now, it is time for our 
new challenge,” Bonventre says.

That has meant both have decided to give up their jobs at the 
hotel recently and full attention now turns to building a multi-
faceted business with Go Wild.

The foundation of that business is seven hectares of land 
which they bought on the main Chatham Island three years ago. 
There, they locate Go Wild’s 20 beehives. It is a small beekeeping 
operation and land holding, although a neighbouring block of 
land offers forage on the endemic nectar producing tarahina 
tree (Dracophyllum arboreum), while honey is also purchased from 
Silbery’s uncle, Mana Cracknell and partner Michele Andersen who 
run a queen breeding programme on the island. 

“We bought land, put beehives on it, and they are doing well. We 
are now learning how to manage the season, when various plants 
are flowering, when we need to feed them. We are learning from our 
mistakes, but we have opened the land up as a tourist destination, 
with pathways and talking points,” Bonventre says.

Go Wild Apiary’s tours give visitors an opportunity to visit the 
beehives, sample their honey and learn about the flora and fauna 
of the island, while taking in the vistas. The Chatham Islands have 
seen an influx of domestic tourists in the past 18 months too, due to 
the global pandemic limiting travel options outside of New Zealand, 
and so Go Wild’s tours have proven popular Bonventre says. Francesca Bonventre, left, and Kaai Silbery 

survey their slice of Chatham Island paradise 
– seven hectares of remote land which is 

home to their apiary of 20 beehives.  
Photo: Tracey Green/Directional Tourism.

https://www.hill-laboratories.com/analytical-testing/honey-testing
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“The demand has been way beyond the capability of the 
island to host visitors from the mainland. So, it has brought an 
opportunity for us to be more involved in showcasing what the 
island has to offer. There are not many places, and no other 
apiaries, where visitors can be hosted and taken for a journey.”

BEE REFUGE
There is plenty to tell the visitors too, not just about the story of Go 
Wild, but of life and beekeeping on the Chatham Islands.

The islands are seen as a refuge for honey bees, with both the 
small population of about 200 managed colonies, as well as the 
wild bee population, free of many of the pests and diseases of 
mainland New Zealand, including varroa destructor and American 
foulbrood. For that reason, Cracknell and Andersen run Amaia Ltd. 
The queen breeding programme on the main island has been built 
off the back of 40 nucleus hives of Carniolan bees imported from 
south of the varroa line in 2008.

Prior to that the Chatham Islands had been home to very few 
colonies, with the first being British black bees escaped from a 
visiting ship in the 1800s. Much later, attempts were made to 
introduce both carniolan and Italian bees in the second half of 
last century. That included hives introduced by the Ministry for 
Agriculture and Fisheries in the 1970s.

Since then, Amaia’s breeding programme has been – literally 
and figuratively – instrumental in crossbreeding the various strains 
of bees on the islands, using both open mating and instrumental 
insemination methods.

“Michele Andersen had experience in beekeeping on the 
mainland, so through Amaia she helped some locals who wanted 
to revitalise beekeeping on the island to get into it. The bees were 
mainly kept for the pasture … to help the farmers, so it was mainly 
clover honey produced,” Bonventre says.

Since then, the success of Go Wild has encouraged a new 
generation of beekeeper and with it they hope to set the 
foundations for a new industry.

Key to that industry will be gaining value for a greater range of 
native honey sourced on the island, such as tarahina, mingimingi 
and pouteretere (Leptecophylla robusta). To try to achieve this, Go 
Wild have been sending Chatham Islands honey to the University 
of Waikato’s renowned honey research lab to identify qualities that 
might make it more appealing to consumers.

Early reports from the university are encouraging and the 
research continues. In the meantime though, there is more work to 
be done on the islands.

COMING TOGETHER
Since moving to the Chatham Islands in 2014, Silbery and 
Bonventre say they have witnessed a changing in attitudes and 
ways of doing business not just around tourism, but also producing, 
marketing and selling produce, much of which is seafood.

With this in mind, the couple behind Go Wild hope to motivate 
the current collection of around a dozen beekeepers on the island 
into a more cohesive group, to gain added value for their produce 
by going beyond the island markets.

https://www.pharmapac.co.nz/
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“The beekeepers who are here tend to be from the older 
generations, but since we have begun what we are doing we 
have sparked some interest from the younger generations. They 
are more interested in marketing, promotions, events, and that 
resonates more with our innovative approach,” Bonventre says.

“We are on a remote island, with disease free bees and endemic 
plants. So, the value of our honey can be higher,” Silbery adds.

By working with the existing beekeepers, the pair behind Go 
Wild believe they can source the honey required to enter new, 
strategically selected, markets. 

“It is an exclusive destination and we want to keep our honey as 
exclusive. We don’t want 10,000 hives on the island and to just sell 
our honey to big distribution,” Silbery says. 

GETTING THE BALANCE RIGHT
While getting local beekeepers on the same page as them will 
be critical in furthering the ambitions of Go Wild, it is just the 
latest hurdle in the balancing act of life and business on the 
rugged and remote islands. From juggling individual careers 
with their own start-up, to incorporating the burgeoning tourism 
industry alongside those who value the island’s isolation, and 
then introducing fresh business and marketing tactics to well-
established status quos, there has been plenty of give and take 
required.

“We want to create a new industry on the island that will 
continue on, but we want it to be something which will continue 
long after Fran and I are gone from this earth,” Silbery says.

“We want to leave a legacy behind and work with the 
community to do it.”

So far that community has been supportive of their business 
and concepts, from freeze-dried honey, to island tours, and now 
research into the native honey. The duo’s plans for the business, 
and their small island industry, remain ambitious.

“There are 600 on the island and we are all family and friends. 
We know, and we have seen it many times, that without the 
collaboration of the locals you can only go so far,” Silbery says.

“We believe by working together, and showing them we are 
working together, we can create something for future generations 
and they will be supportive.” 

Go Wild Apiary have diversified 
into ecotourism on the 

Chatham Islands, providing 
visitors walking tours which 
take in the unique flora and 

fauna of the islands and their 
working apiary.  

Photo: Tracey Green/
Directional Tourism.

Healthy Bees. Healthy Planet.
Ask for NOD Apiary Products at your beekeeping supply store.

+1 613 398-8422  |  www.nodglobal.com  |  info@nodglobal.com

@NODAPIARY

The tarahina tree, endemic to 
the Chatham Islands. The team 

behind Go Wild Apiary are 
hoping valuable characteristics of 
tarahina honey can be uncovered 
through research at the University 

of Waikato.



Healthy Bees. Healthy Planet.
Ask for NOD Apiary Products at your beekeeping supply store.

+1 613 398-8422  |  www.nodglobal.com  |  info@nodglobal.com

@NODAPIARY

https://www.nodglobal.com
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Clover Honey 
Prices on the Rise

After several seasons of declining honey prices, since the Ministry 
for Primary Industries introduced their export manuka honey 
definitions in 2018 which shook up the New Zealand honey 
market, beekeepers are now looking at an increase in per-kg 
prices offered for honeys in the colour range of 0 to 55 on the 
Pfund grade in season 2021/22.

In a bid to source honey, Midlands Apiaries in Ashburton have 
offered beekeepers supply agreements stipulating per-kg prices 
ranging from $6.40 for the lightest coloured clover honey, to $5.20 
for Pfund 46-55.

While the Canterbury beekeeping company was not willing 
to make comment on the honey market, it is understood the 

Clover and light-coloured honey producers will 
be buoyed by positive signs coming out of several 
major honey buyers around prices being offered 

for the coming season.

increased demand is driven by a large supply agreement with an 
offshore packer into the Asian market.

Fellow Canterbury honey buyers and packers, Airborne Honey 
are confident they will be able to out perform the prices being 
offered by the Midlands contracts with their spot prices offered to 
beekeepers throughout the season.

“If Midlands had put out contracts at this same time last year, at 
the price they offered beekeepers at the beginning of the season, 
their beekeeper prices would have stayed permanently low all 
year,” says John Smart, Airborne Honey general manager sales.

“Whereas, if you look at the Midlands price, it rose through the 
year in response to international honey prices and competition 

Clover honey prices are 
on the rise this season 
and well-established 
Canterbury packer 

Airborne Honey says 
they expect to be able 
to at least match the 
contract price which 
Midlands Apiaries 
are offering some 

beekeepers.

http://www.hdprocess.co.nz/products/
www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/clover-honey-prices-on-the-rise
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P  &  L  D A W K I N S
pyramid.apiaries@gmail.com

027 383 7278
www.pyramidapiaries.co.nz

M A R L B O R O U G H  B A S E D
C O M M E R C I A L L Y  &  T E R T I A R Y  T R A I N E D  B E E K E E P E R S
N O  S T A F F ,  J U S T  H A N D S - O N  O W N E R S
Nationwide overnight delivery of mated & virgin queens // Cells and nucs via pick-up only

PYRAMID APIARIES
Q U A L I T Y  I T A L I A N  Q U E E N S

Mated queens: 
numbers limited  
- order now!

MATED QUEENS

VIRGIN QUEENS

CELLS & NUCS  
(Marlborough pickup)

from Airborne as well as other honey packers. My expectation is, 
the same situation will happen in 2022.”

While the Airborne Honey GM sales says the move by Midlands 
is “awesome” as it will help to build a more diverse New Zealand 
honey industry, he hopes beekeepers remember the effect 
international honey prices have on contract packers who are at 
risk of losing 100 percent of the business if the brand they are 
packing for chooses to source lower priced honey from other honey 
producing countries. 

Because Airborne Honey has a long established and recognised 
brand in many countries and direct vendor relationships with 
retailers worldwide, they can more easily move prices in response 
to the market, Smart says.

“Sales volumes may change, but losing the business is less likely.”
Internationally, New Zealand often competes with Canada and 

South America in the light-coloured honey market.
“You could find that in 2023, that contract goes somewhere 

else in the world. There is always that risk. I am not saying that is 
going to happen, but there is that chance. Whereas in Airborne’s 
situation, you will see a much better reflection of the market supply 
and demand cycle. Airborne won’t go away for a year,” Smart says.

“In the last 11 years we have ridden the market, all the way from 
$5 to $14 and back down to $3, now we are on the way back up 
with $7 likely in 2022 for good quality clover. We continue to buy 
on a continuous basis. That is the advantage of supporting a brand 
that has retail outlets and year round demand with a long term 
vested interest in the New Zealand honey industry.”

Another honey buyer believes that the drop in the price of  
clover honey since 2018, both offered to New Zealand producers 
and then the resulting price point for consumers, is helping gain 
back markets. 

“Demand for clover has gone up, certainly. That was sparked  
by the drop in price, so within the last 12 months there has been  
an increase in demand for clover honey coming from Asia,”  
says David McMillan, managing director of CDHJ Ltd., based in 
Mosgiel, Otago.

Japan’s strict rules around glyphosate residues have also played 
into New Zealand’s hands, with other honey producing nations 
struggling to meet the limits, McMillan says.

While the now increasing prices being offered to Kiwi 
beekeepers are encouraging, going forward getting the balance 
right will be crucial to maintaining markets, McMillan believes.

“Yes, the price is going up, but if it goes too high again that 
demand will start to drop off again. It is a matter of making sure 
things remain balanced, now that the clover market is starting to 
re-establish. The high prices just destroyed the market in the past.”

With the creent price of $6/kg, or thereabouts, a long way off 
the $14/kg of the past, beekeepers are unlikely to be concerned at 
pricing themselves out of clover honey markets just yet.

“The higher prices are for the lighter coloured honeys.  
Once you get to the darker clovers, you don’t get the same 
increase,” McMillan confirms, a view that aligns with Midlands’ 
contract rates.

“It looks like a honey worth producing again though.” 

https://www.pyramidapiaries.co.nz/
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In the summer of 1989 in the small agricultural town of Fisher 
Branch, Manitoba, a young New Zealand beekeeper took up 
as queen bee rearer for Interlake Beekeeping, a decision that 
would have life-changing ramifications for both him and a Fisher 
Branch local – Claudine Obelnicki.

Richard Bensemann, then secretary of Canterbury Branch of 
the National Beekeepers’ Association (NBA) had the heads up 
when the Branch received a letter from Interlake, seeking an 
experienced beekeeper. Bensemann, like many young Mid and 
South Canterbury beekeepers of his era, worked the season in New 
Zealand, followed by the northern hemisphere counter season in 
Canada. And, so it was, that he landed at the diverse Canadian 
beekeeping operation of Interlake and its three divisions: queen 
bee rearing, production of leafcutter bees to pollinate their alfalfa 
(lucerne) fodder crops, and crop production using their honey bee 
hives for pollination.

Meanwhile, Claudine Obelnicki, when not studying towards a 
science degree, worked at her parents’ hardware store. The store 
also sold gasoline and bulk fertilisers and at the weighbridge she 
mixed and monitored loads of fertiliser. Bensemann, arriving for a 
truckload, spied a nice young filly and Interlake’s bulk fertiliser bill 
rapidly escalated.

After three northern summers and much toing and froing 
around the world to Interlake and the hardware trucking bay 
from Bensemann, the pair married in Obelnicki’s hometown 
in June 1991. In August Claudine gained a science degree with 
botany major – flower structures, plant families, economic botany, 
and plants indigenous to Canada’s Prairie Provinces, from the 
University of Manitoba. It wasn’t long before the couple made for 
New Zealand though, with the newlyweds headed for Canterbury 
and the start of the southern beekeeping season for Richard.

LEAVING HOME
Immediately, 20-year-old Claudine, armed with a New Zealand 
Residency Visa, and Richard embarked on the long arduous 
flight: Winnipeg-Vancouver-Hawaii- Fiji- Auckland-Christchurch. 
This was not a holiday with island and country hopping flights 
and leisure stops, in those days it was the only available route, 
culminating  
at long last with a drive to Claudine’s new hometown, Ashburton,  
Mid Canterbury. 

To the young Canadian, early 1990s rural Ashburton was a 
major culture shock. Accustomed to central heating, Claudine 

had to learn how to light an open fire and keep it going. 
People drove on the wrong side of the road. Every time 

she hopped in the car to go somewhere; farmers kept 
waving at her. As farmers do!

Fortunately, the supportive close-knit beekeeping 
community in and around Ashburton enabled 
an easy settling in, with support from Geoff and 
Angela Bongard, Dougal (deceased) and Debbie 

McIntosh plus John and Daphne Syme. Leeston 
moral support included Peter and Veronica Bray, 

Barry Sheehan, plus Hantz brothers, Warren and Geoff. 
As a setup by Richard and Claudine at the New Zealand 

celebrations of their wedding, the reluctant Roger Bray was 
purposefully introduced to his now-wife Linda. 
Despite the welcoming environment, a part of Claudine still 

pined for snow, white Christmases and winter sports such as ice 
hockey and ice skating.

Part of the settling in saw Claudine secure her first job in New 
Zealand and further her “cultural education”, pouring pints at 

Claudine’s  
Colourful Career

These days Claudine McCormick supervises the laboratory in one of 
New Zealand’s biggest beekeeping operations. It’s been a long and varied 
career though. MAGGIE JAMES caught up with the Canadian-turned-

Kiwi to get the story of how she went from hardware store worker in small 
town Canada to one of New Zealand’s most respected honey analysts, with 

some cultural education, heartache and ice skating in between.

Claudine McCormick at home 
in her expansive Southbridge 
garden, filled with plenty of 
flowers to support the bees 
which have provided her a 

long career in honey analysis. 
Photo: Maggie James. 

www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/claudine-s-colourful-career


10

the Tinwald pub! It was a major embarrassment to tell her father 
and she thought it judicious to omit the explanation that it was 
a sports bar operating a TAB and, due to regular brawls, known 
locally as “The Flying Jug”. Her training consisted of being handed 
a racing industry pamphlet and told to memorise all betting jargon 
and terms … Welcome to New Zealand!

SETTLING IN 
It wasn’t long before a vacancy came up that would make better 
use of her qualifications, in the laboratory of local seed merchant 
Cropmark Seeds in Ashburton. Claudine turned her hand to 
analysing wheat and barley samples at harvest time, and outside 
of the season she found a role in the company’s accounts payable 
division. This arrangement suited Claudine well, having started 
learning bookkeeping at age ten in her father’s hardware store. 
Today, nearly 30 years on, Claudine still has her seed collection 
collated during her years at Cropmark.

In 1995 Claudine and Richard welcomed daughter Brittany, who 
would be followed in years to come by two more children, Monique 
and Lachlan. Thanks in part to their mother’s Canadian heritage, 
all the family became proficient competitive ice skaters, with many 
visits to the Christchurch ice rink and in winter Lake Ida, Porters 
Pass, where Richard was a highly able speed skater. Brittany would 
become a national representative, with her team winning bronze 
in synchronised skating at the Australian National Championships 
in 2014 and 2017. The Bensemann family regularly ice skated at the 

Staveley Ice Skating Company with “Pappa” John and  
Daphne Syme. 

January 1997 saw Claudine change employer in what would be 
a fortunate move for her career, entering the honey industry as a 
honey sample analyst for Airborne Honey in Leeston where she 
worked for the next ten years.

While on a professional front her career was going places, 
personally Claudine was to face a major setback though.

FAMILY SETBACK
Much to the shock of Leeston and Ashburton communities, in 2006 
Claudine’s husband Richard died at a relatively young age, leaving 
Claudine isolated without family in New Zealand and with three 
young children. For Claudine it was never an option to return to 
family in Manitoba. Her children were Kiwi kids and at the time 
would not have coped with Canadian culture.

It was the beekeeping community which set the venue for 
Claudine to cross paths with Leeston fitter and welder John 
McCormick, when they met at local apiarists Wayne and  
Donna Sheehan’s beekeeping Christmas BBQ. In 2008 Claudine 
and John McCormick were married with Daphne Syme officiating 
and the couple, along with Claudine’s three children, moved  
to Southbridge.

In mid-2016, an 18 month change in work scenery saw Claudine 
take her skills further into the Mid Canterbury Plains and Gladfield 
Malt in Dunsandel. There she undertook sensory profiling analysis 

TRUSTED BY NZ’S
LEADING KEEPERS

GET YOUR BRAND
& COLOURS

UV TREATED
WEBBING

PROUDLY NZ MADE
FOR OVER 40 YEARS 

Hive Straps

Replace harsh to handle steel strapping and emlocks with 
Aerofast’s New Zealand made Hive Straps. More 
environmentally friendly, cost effective, easier to apply and 
remove than traditional single-use steel strapping. Get in 
touch today by emailing us at tiedowns@aerofast.co.nz or 
phoning us on +64 3 376 4028

https://aerofast.co.nz/product-category/beekeeper-products/
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on 26 malt barley varietals for beer production. 
However, it soon became very apparent to 
Claudine she wanted to get back into what 
she really knew and the honey industry.

LABORATORY HONEY ANALYSIS
When the role of laboratory supervisor 
at Midlands Apiaries in Ashburton 
came up in 2017 Claudine took the 
opportunity and it is there where 
she still plies her profession.

The work involves learning what 
attracts bees, and why, to a flower, 
along with what floral source they have 
visited and what plant the pollen is related 
to. This enables identification of the honey, 
along with the aroma and profile of the 
honey. The lab technician is pivotal in analysing 
and verifying honey samples.

“There are times on honey analysis when you just 
don’t know what the pollen is,” Claudine explains.

“Airborne had a lot of reference glass slides, and  
I added to this, creating a slide library, and often  
pollens were like those that I had studied from the 
Canadian Prairies.

“In the initial years of my honey analysis, there was not that 
much available on the internet in terms of plant references and 
seeds, etcetera. So, I often needed to ask the beekeeper what area 
the honey was harvested from. From the beekeeper’s description, 
I would consult my reference books and consider the predominant 
nectar bearing plants in the area.”

Pollen analysis of a honey varietal can vary regionally too, 
especially with the likes of clover honey generally produced from 
Waikato to Southland, Claudine explains. 

“To be classed as a clover honey there must be a minimum 
pollen count of 45 percent. For a Mid Canterbury clover I would 
expect a hint of brassica. Around the Pendarves area, the addition 
of carrot. In North Canterbury, there is sometimes a bit of honey 
dew. Southland, I would expect a silky sweetness rolling on my 
tongue, and it might have a bit of kamahi. Waikato clover, a little 
bit darker containing lotus. So, I do need to visualise what I would 
expect to find in a sample and perceive the taste.” 

It’s not just clover that regional variations can be detected  
in though.

“With kamahi from the Catlins or the West Coast, I would 
anticipate the latter a little bit darker, having a slightly bitter taste 
and aroma, due to native bush present, particularly quintinia. 
I would expect Catlins kamahi to be mostly kamahi with some 
clover and southern rata present,” Claudine continues.

“Viper’s bugloss from Otago is a light honey, as compared to a 
Marlborough viper’s bugloss which has a brownish tinge due to a 
bit of manuka in it.”

EQUIPMENT ADVANCEMENTS
While her tastebuds have had to adapt to numerous honey 
varietals over the years, there has been big change in the 
equipment used for Claudine’s honey analysis too. 

After years of squinting her tired eyes down the barrels of a 
microscope, in the early 2000s Claudine purchased an AM scope 
camera. This was linked to one of the three scope eye pieces so a 

photo could be captured, then transferred to a large screen, where 
all the pollens could instantly and easily be seen. This concept is 
still used today. 

In Claudine’s initial years of honey analysis, the work was not 
so technical, and not so many things needing testing. Often 
beekeepers, as well as having knowledge on how to produce a 
monofloral honey, would undertake some form of analysis before 
sending samples. It was not uncommon for a beekeeper to test 
moisture with refractometer, colour with their cardboard Pfund 
scale charts, and sometimes pollen count with a microscope. Tutin 
was very rarely tested as there was 100 percent hive removal from 
areas at risk times, but this changed post 2001 with tutin areas 
having permanent apiaries.

“It was not all that long ago when laboratory analysis 
undertaken by the buyer confirmed predominant pollen types and 
percentages, conductivity, HMF, glucose and fructose levels only, 
with these details supplied back to beekeepers using a small chart 
on one piece of A4 paper.” Claudine recalls.

Midlands have a modest, but well equipped, laboratory, with 
equipment ranging from very simple machines which perform 
one basic test, up to machines that can reliably test for multiple 
trace level analytes at the same time. These are used by the 
two members of the laboratory team to perform a reasonable 
amount of the tests that are regularly required to ensure quality is 
of a suitably high standard and meets all relevant requirements. 
Alongside this is contract testing out to accredited external 
laboratories ensuring requirements around market access, 
customer needs and honey definitions are met. Nowadays, the 
tests can sometimes lead to laboratory reports that are several 
pages long.  

“These days with manuka producing such high-grade dollar 
value products you need big machinery, costing in the six digits 

The first microscopy slide 
photo taken by Claudine 

Bensemann and Airborne 
Honey in November 2001 

showing a range of pollen 
types in a honey collected from 

Rakaia Island, Canterbury. 
Photo: Airborne Honey & 

Claudine McCormick.
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to purchase to check adulteration, manuka levels, glyphosate, C4 
sugars, tutin levels, to name a few. Much of the adulteration tests 
for honey are only available in Europe,” Claudine notes.

SWEET SENSORY SKILLS 
With a passion for honey and her sensory skills, honey judging 
seems a natural fit for Claudine and so she has been a part of 
Apiculture New Zealand’s National Honey Competition judging 
panel for the past nine years.

Honey judging requires sensory perception. This includes tasting 
and recognition of multi and monofloral honeys, and properly 
evaluating defects and qualities – aroma, colour, flavour, texture, 
taste (bitter/sweet), and aftertaste characteristics. In the National 
Honey Competition general presentation is also assessed. There 
are no pollen counts in the competition, sometimes moisture 
content is checked with a refractometer, and this must come in 
below 18.5%. Pfund colour international guidelines are used.

“During my time at Airborne, I was asked for the first time to 
judge the national honey competition at the 2013 NBA conference, 
Ashburton. Since then I have been part of the judging team,” 
Claudine says.

“It’s quite exciting to detect how some varietals can taste 
differently from various parts of New Zealand and thoroughly 
satisfying to, without reference and just based on experience, 
make the call as to the location of production!”

With the national apiculture conference and honey awards 
destined for Christchurch next year, Claudine is already looking 
forward to being at the judging table once again.

ONWARDS
So, more than 30 years after a chance meeting with a Kiwi 
beekeeper, the Canadian botany student has made a career, 
family and life in New Zealand, with some Canadian ice-based 
hobbies on the side.

These days, Claudine and John McCormick’s two acre block 
of land in Southbridge, Mid Canterbury provides an expansive 
garden of floral sources, with something flowering all year round 
to attract bees, butterflies, native birds, and floral show first prizes. 
Generally, the couple are happy by arrangement to host charity 
garden parties, garden clubs, and visitors for a stroll and chat. So, 
Claudine has become an avid gardener and this occupies much of 
her spare time, outside of her now very technical role of laboratory 
supervisor at Midlands Apiaries.

Perhaps that she finds comfort in her garden should not surprise, 
having seen her career go from botany degree of flowers, to seed 
analysis, then to pollen – Claudine has completed all stages of the 
plant cycle. Watching bees buzzing from flower to flower, she sums 
up that thoroughly interesting career to date with a quip.

“We’ve come a long way from sticking a finger in a drum and 
saying – ‘yep that’s honey!’.” 

www.ecrotek.co.nz sales@ecrotek.co.nz 0800 11 77 66

Scan the QR code to
view our latest catalogue

https://www.manukaengineering.com/
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Beekeeping Businesses 
Overlook Funding Source

MyApiary managing director Darren Bainbridge says, as one 
of the registered service providers with the Regional Business 
Partners (RBP) Network, he has seen the benefit the Ministry 
of Business, Innovation and Employment backed scheme has 
brought some beekeepers over the past two years. However, he 
believes many beekeepers who could benefit are not aware of the 
programme, how it works and how the funding could be used to 
improve their businesses.

“MyApiary has been registered with the RBP Network since April 
2020 and have helped facilitate between a few beekeepers and 
the service providers they require to improve their operations. I 
would love to hear from more beekeepers who tap into the funding 
as a way of improving their business though,” Bainbridge says.

Waikato beekeepers Hannah and Rory O’Brien, owners of Hunt 
and Gather Bee Co, are one such business that has joined the 
network. They are now entering their third round of funding having 
first applied for a grant in late 2019.

“Any kind of professional development you can do is worthwhile, 
especially if it is free,” Hannah O’Brien says.

Hunt and Gather Bee Co have put the range of funding they 
have received through RBP over the past two years towards a 
business plan and cashflow forecast with their accountant, a 
social media planning session and – most valuably according 
to O’Brien – business mentorship and advice from experience 
beekeeper and consultant Andrew Stratford.

“I would highly recommend him above anything else we have 
done. We are working with Andrew on an ongoing basis now 
because he is incredibly knowledgeable and he has all that 
knowledge in the apiculture industry. Previously, we have found it 
challenging with business mentors who know the type of business 
they have been in, but none have been in apiculture. He has made 
a big impact on our business and especially on our beekeeping 
front,” O’Brien says.

Also in the Waikato, beekeeper Joseph Gethen has tapped  
into funding through RBP, with good results for his Earth  
Soldiers business of 1500 hives. He too has seen the most  
benefit through calling on the knowledge and advice of  
Stratford, while also receiving funding to develop a website  
and carry out market research.

“Talking to Andrew and having a plan to keep on top of varroa, 
to improve hive health, strength and performance has helped us 
lower our winter losses,” Gethen says.

“We spent time with him last season and are seeing the benefits 
now as we come out of winter. Hives are looking really nice and we 
feel we are on top of varroa better.”

Both Gethen and O’Brien say they would have been unlikely to 
employ the service providers they have, had the RBP funding not 
been available.

“It is allowing us to do extra things that we wouldn’t be able to 
afford to do otherwise,” O’Brien says.

“It is pretty hard to find money for that kind of thing. A day long 
social media planning session, we just wouldn’t do that otherwise.”

The process of joining the network and applying for funding is 
not difficult either O’Brien says, with a short Zoom meeting with 
their local RBP provider to explain their business easily navigated.

Further to that, being a part of the RBP Network means doors 
may open to other avenues of support, O’Brien explains.

“I think it is useful to make that connection with them. Besides 
from the funding, they have other things they can help you with, 
such as links into NZ Trade and Enterprise and any research and 
development or export help. They hold the key to a lot of funding.”

Gethen says for Earth Soldiers the funding, and the resulting 
advice from Stratford, has been “really, really useful”.

“Small to medium sized commercial outfits, who need a bit more 
clarity or understanding around the industry, would benefit from it 
in a big way,” Gethen says.

That is a sentiment shared by Bainbridge as a service provider 
to the Network, but also by O’Brien as a grant recipient. 

“All you have to do is go through a small process and you get 
something for free, or half funded,” O’Brien says, adding “It is all 
going to help your business”. 

More information on the RBP Network can be found at  
www.regionalbusinesspartners.co.nz 

An apiculture management service provider is surprised more 
beekeepers are not tapping into government funding available 

for business development purposes.

Hannah and Rory O’Brien,  
owners of Hunt and Gather Bee Co.  

in the Waikato, have tapped into funding 
through MBIE and would recommend the 

process to other beekeepers looking to 
develop their businesses.

www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/beekeeping-businesses-overlook-funding-source
https://regionalbusinesspartners.co.nz/
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Amberley’s Active AP2 

Lindsay Moir has spent over 20 years as a hobbyist beekeeper, much of 
which time he has served as an AP2, as well as an active member of the 
Christchurch Hobbyist Beekeeper’s Club. MAGGIE JAMES poses some 

key questions to the North Canterbury apiarist to find out how Moir made 
his start in the hives, learn about his contributions to the industry and the 

changes to beekeeping he has witnessed over the past two decades.

MJ: How long have you had an interest in beekeeping?
In the mid-1990s living in Christchurch, learning a bit about bees 
and having a midlife crisis, I paid $100 for a bee hive, with no 
idea that I had to register myself and the apiary on the NZ Apiary 
Register … until informed by the hive vendor!

My father, Graham, who died when I was a baby, was a semi 
commercial beekeeper in Waitahuna, Otago. One of the earliest 
photos I have seen of myself is as a baby surrounded by 60 of his 
hives. I still have his 1949 market garden and beekeeping diary 
documenting AFB control practises now frowned upon, such as 
shook swarming and scorching boxes! 

MJ: Where are you based and what hives do you have?
Our lifestyle block at Amberley, North Canterbury holds 

three family cottages. I have five hives here, currently shifted 
temporarily off site as the bees’ flight path annoyed my daughter 
in her 2000 plant strawberry patch. We have successional 
flowering for bees including a vege garden, 20 stone and pip fruit 
trees, raspberries, 80 pinot noir and riesling grape vines, along 
with ten sheep and two cats. 

Shelter is pinus radiata and tree lucerne. Bees love the latter 
and sheep appreciate it as fodder.

The hives are of Italian stock, a temperament well suited to  
hot dry nor-westers, and requeened annually with caged mated 
laying queens.

Varroa treatments are twice yearly using alternating synthetic 
miticides. I have not yet required a third miticide treatment. I 
believe in hit ‘em early, hit ‘em hard! Clover and multifloral honey 

https://www.myapiary.com/
www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/amberley-s-active-ap2
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is produced for family use. On hive inspection, to prevent a skin 
reaction to propolis when my skin peels away, I mostly wear gloves. 

MJ: What is your occupation and does this aid your beekeeping?
I am a carpenter by trade, semi-retired. Apart from buying in 
frames, I make my own gear. I doubt I will retire as a hobbyist 
beekeeper. 

As an Authorised Person Level 2 (AP2) I undertake hive 
inspections from Belfast through to Kaikoura for the National 
American Foulbrood Pest Management Plan (NAFB PMP). Also, as 
an AP2 contracting to AsureQuality, I carry out hive inspections 
for the Ministry for Primary Industries Apiculture Surveillance 
Programme in North Canterbury. My contracts include hobbyist 
and commercial apiaries, and if the apiary is large e.g. 60 hives, I 
take along another person to help lift boxes.

I am one of the longest serving AFB recognition course tutors 
and assessor of written tests, having carried out that task since 
2000. The course and test enable a beekeeper to apply to the 
Management Agency of NAFB PMP for their Disease Elimination 
Conformity Agreement (DECA). I also undertake Certificate of 
Inspections (COI), if requested by a non-DECA beekeeper for which 
they pay me.

MJ: How do you network and have continuing education?
Since 1998 I have been a member of the Christchurch Hobbyist 
Beekeepers’ Club, with 15 years on the committee.

I am co-writing a beginner’s course for the club. It will start as a 
full weekend course, with monthly follow up at our field days. We 
will use a 30-minute video made by the Southland Bee Society on 
introduction to beekeeping. This covers the basics of all you need 
to do as a beekeeper.

In the past, when I have shown this to groups of 30, at the end 
asking them, “who wants to be a beekeeper?” There is always at 
least two who decide beekeeping is not for them. This is an easy 
way of culling out some wannabees. Attendees will acquire a nuc 
colony and follow the various aspects of expansion into a hive.

Like many beekeeping clubs, we find once someone has had a 
season or two learning, they then move on, and this creates quite a 
turnover of members. 

Every July for AP2s throughout NZ there is a two-day course 
at Lincoln, this year with major emphasis on the Privacy and 
Biosecurity Acts. 

I’m looking forward to the national Apiculture Conference 2022 
in Christchurch. 

MJ: Since you got involved in 1998, what are some of the changes 
that have impacted hobbyist beekeeping?
There were very few women in the club in 1998, whereas these days 
it is probably half female membership.

Many hobbyists now want bees, but dislike the hands-on 
approach of looking after the hive and pay others to attend to 
their hives. There is also an increase in hive rental demand.

Beekeepers, commercial and hobbyist, were more self-sufficient, 
and this knowledge gave them a better understanding of hive 
dynamics, particularly bee space. Not understanding this concept, 
makes managing a hive difficult in getting wax drawn out in a 
manner conducive to hive productivity. 

Electronic media is a great educational tool, but for many 
YouTube is their mentor! This type of learning does not give 
any concept of hands on. There is so much info available, often 

confusing an inexperienced beekeeper. Many don’t realise some 
practises viewed online are not suitable for the New Zealand 
situation, such as open syrup feeding, or perhaps practises illegal 
here, like antibiotic treatment for AFB.

A good online tool for Kiwi beekeepers is Trev’s Bees. I have 
never met or spoken to the guy, but his videos are good. The Hive 
Hub app is also informative.

With loss of easy-going attitudes, sense of humour and open 
mindedness, people panic easily, do not trust their gut instinct and 
therefore people are becoming less hands on, less analytical and 
dependent on Google for beekeeping knowledge. 

MJ: As an AP2 have you ever been chased off a property by an 
animal or human?
No, but once declined to inspect an apiary in a paddock of  
rutting deer! 

Amberley beekeeper Lindsay Moir 
looks through a beehive, a task he 
has become very accustomed to 
following 20-plus years keeping 

bees and working as an AP2 AFB 
inspector in Canterbury.
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Euthanasia and Welfare of  
Managed Honey Bee Colonies

UNDER THE MICROSCOPE BROUGHT TO YOU BY dnature

Euthanasia and welfare of managed honey bee colonies /  
Author Franco Mutinelli / Published in Journal of Apicultural 
Research – open source. 

Unlike many other countries, antibiotic treatment of American 
foulbrood (AFB) infected honey bee colonies is not permitted in 
New Zealand and beekeepers are required to kill and destroy  
such colonies within seven days of discovery.

While euthanising hives is surely the most dispiriting aspect of a 
beekeeper’s work. It is a task which, at times, is unavoidable. In this 

month’s Under the Microscope, we take a look at a recently released 
paper which details various methods available to beekeepers to 

most humanely euthanise troubled colonies.

The Pest Management Plan (PMP) which sets out the legal 
requirements for beekeepers in cases of AFB discovery states 
“any suitable substance” can be used to carry out the task of hive 
euthanasia. However, by far the most common method used  
by Kiwi beekeepers is petrol or diesel applied inside the hive to 
cause asphyxiation.

The paper presented by Mutinelli considers substances intended 
for euthanising honey bees, taking into account both their 

https://www.dnature.co.nz/testing/bees/
www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/euthanasia-and-welfare-of-managed-honey-bee-colonies
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00218839.2021.1895569
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fitness for purpose and safety for users, plus any impact on the 
environment. So, it is worth considering by beekeepers searching 
for best practice in their situation.

“Once euthanasia has been decided and the goal is to minimize 
pain, distress, and negative effects to the animal or animal 
population, the humaneness of the technique (i.e. how to bring 
about the death of animals) is also an important ethical issue,” 
Mutinelli states in his introduction.

Of course, where our friends the honey bee fall in the paradigm 
of animal welfare and “humane” treatment, is contentious.

“Although the capacity for nociception is recognized in many 
invertebrate taxa, the Internal Animal Care and Use Committee 
(IACUC) involved in invertebrate research is challenged by a lack 
of clear understanding of invertebrate welfare and by differing 
standards of moral concern for these taxa,” Mutinelli states.

Among the substances detailed are: petrol/diesel, sulphur 
dioxide, 70% Isopropyl alcohol, dry ice, soapy water and even 
pesticides (synthetic pyrethroids) in certain situations.

Mutinelli’s advice around best practice use of petrol and diesel 
will be most pertinent for Kiwi beekeepers who find themselves in 
the unenviable position of AFB infection of their bees. The paper 
even links to research done by a range of New Zealand scientists, 
such as Dr Mark Goodwin and Dr Michelle Taylor.

While it is not a pleasant subject, discussion recently around 
codes of welfare for bees and their human treatment does have 
the issue in the spotlight, so upskilling on best practice in bee 
death, as well as their life, should be considered. 

UNDER THE MICROSCOPE BROUGHT TO YOU BY dnature

Want to tell  
beekeeping stories 
and earn some  
extra income?
Apiarist’s Advocate is searching 
for freelance writers to contribute 
to our monthly eMagazine.

If you have skill with the written 
word and an understanding of 
beekeeping and the apiculture 
industry, then we want to hear 
from you.

Ph. Patrick 027 383 7278 or  
email editor@apiadvocate.co.nz

mailto:editor@apiadvocate.co.nz
https://www.crystech.co.nz/
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New Zealand honey exporters are among the biggest winners 
following news announced on October 20 that the New Zealand 
and United Kingdom Governments have reached, in principle, 

terms of a Free Trade Agreement (FTA).

While the final details of the agreement will likely take some 
months to hash out, the key outcomes and parameters of a new 
FTA have been agreed upon. They include removal of the current 
in-quota tariff rate of 16 percent on Kiwi honey entering the 
UK market, a change which will take effect immediately upon 
ratification of the agreement.

Ratification is expected to take place in the first half of 2022.
New Zealand honey is joined by wine and onions as produce 

that will drop tariffs immediately when the agreement comes in 
to force, with other major export industries such as dairy, beef and 
sheep meat all set to gain free access to UK markets, but over a 
longer timeline.

Honey a Winner in  
UK Trade Deal

NZ-UK FTA
Examples of Tariff Reductions for New Zealand Exporters

[1] Rates may fluctuate with currency changes
[2] Off-season trade window runs from January-July. Seasonal trade window runs from August-December.
[3] Includes whole milk powder, skim milk powder, whey, other dairy proteins, infant formula, liquid milks, yoghurt, ice cream
[4] Figure stated equates to total combined WTO country-specific quota access for sheep meat in addition to FTA quota access
[5] Quota access from Years 1-10 starting at 12,000MT and rising in equal annual instalments to 38,820MT. Safeguard volumes from Years 11-15 starting at 43,056MT and rising in equal annual instalments to 60,000MT in Year 15.

Wine

Honey

Onions

Apples

Hoki

Mussels

Butter

Cheese

Other dairy

Sheepmeat

Beef

16%

8%

<8%

6%

8-20%

<$374/100kg

<$358/100kg

$272/100kg
<8% +

$500/100kg
<12% +

$492/100kg
<12% +

<$50/100L

Free Access for off-season
fruit, and 20,000 tonne

tariff-free annual quota for
in-season fruit.

Quota increasing over time:
7,000 tonnes-15,000 tonnes annually

Quota increasing over time:
24,000 tonnes-48,000 tonnes annually

Transitional tariff-free quota increasing over time:
up to 149,205 tonnes-164,205 tonnes annually

Transitional tariff-free volume increasing over time:
12,000 tonnes-60,000 tonnes annually

Previous
Tariff Product

From
Day 1 Year 3 Year 5

Free Access

Free Access

Free Access

Free Access

Free Access

Free Access

Free Access

Free Access

Free Access

Free Access

Free Access

Year 15

Duties removed in
4 equal reductions

over three years

Free AccessLimited tariff-free
access for some products

[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]

[5]

“The free trade deal will be a great outcome for our industry  
and will improve our competitiveness in one of our largest  
export markets,” says Karin Kos, chief executive of Apiculture  
New Zealand.

The United Kingdom consistently ranks as one of top three 
export markets for New Zealand honey, alongside China and the 
US, and is worth $70 million annually.

The deal has been met with widespread approval from New 
Zealand’s primary industries and ApiNZ’s response is no different. 

“Apiculture New Zealand has been seeking the removal of these 
tariffs for some time and we extend our thanks to the government 
for persevering and progressing this on our industry’s behalf,” Kos 
says. 

www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/honey-a-winner-in-uk-trade-deal
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As a queen breeder I get to speak directly with 
a lot of beekeepers throughout the country. 

Clearly there are some big changes happening in 
the industry at the moment, maybe even as big as 
the changes brought about by the growth of the 

manuka honey market in the boom times.

If you were a casual observer looking from the outside in it might 
just look like another case of the boom/bust cycle of agriculture 
and horticulture in New Zealand, and maybe it is just that. When 
you’re inside the industry and looking to remain in it, things as 
they currently are can be a bit scary, or at least unsettling.

Over the last few years there has been a cooling in the beekeeping 
industry and honey prices have come back, in many cases quite 
significantly. Some beekeepers and companies are doing just fine. 
Those that are vertically integrated and others who are bulk honey 
producers and have strong relationships with reliable buyers are 
still doing ok. Others, who don’t have the strong relationships or 
access to markets, not so much.

Today’s 
Beekeeping 

Industry  
– an Insider’s View

APIARIST’S OPINION | NICK MILNE

BY NICK MILNE

Thoughts, 
feelings or 
other input 
you’d like  
to share?
We’d love to hear it.

Email your  
‘letter to the editor’ to  
editor@apiadvocate.co.nz

From my conversations with beekeepers of all size and 
experience it seems that there are a few trends occurring. 

Many small beekeepers who run their hives as a sideline to 
another job and manage, say, 200 hives are decreasing numbers, 
selling out completely or putting much less time into them. For 
these beekeepers the appeal of good prices and easy honey sales 
are gone and the semi-hobby semi-commercial operation isn’t 
worth the effort and loss of spare time/weekends.

Those in the next size band from 200 to 1000 are adjusting 
how they do things significantly or getting out completely (often 
selling hives on sites to larger operators). Most of these operators 
run fairly flat management structures and seem to be targeting 
specific honey areas and putting sites in less valuable honey areas 
on slower rotations. Some are doing other work in the offseason 
and chasing more multi crop/migrational beekeeping as the price 
of some non-manuka honey moves back up a bit. Many of these 
operations still seem to have a lot of honey in sheds from the last 
two seasons, so things are pretty tight to the extent that some are 
just hanging on.

When you start getting up over the 1000 hive size those who 
have stable pipelines to sell honey through retail or buyers seem 
to still be doing well. The others not so much. At this size many 
of these businesses were built on the manuka boom and as such 
often have higher breakeven points, due to their running costs 
and possible debtors/shareholders/partners to keep happy. For 
them it’s not just about the bees and the honey crop. Managing 

mailto:editor@apiadvocate.co.nz
www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/today-s-beekeeping-industry-an-insider-s-view
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APIARIST’S OPINION | NICK MILNE

cashflow adds additional pressure and some are coping with this 
better than others.

The big, big guys – generally the beekeeping operations that 
you see on social media, on the news, selling high-end, high-priced 
honey – are big and getting bigger. A lot of the growth seems to 
be through straight acquisitions or partnership deals.

Across the board it seems there is a significant consolidation 
going on with the bigger operators buying smaller operations as 
they exit the industry. This is very similar to what has happened 
in other ag and hort industries. People who have only known a 
booming industry with high honey prices are struggling to adjust 
to the current climate which may well be around for a while (two 
to three more years was the expectation of one honey buyer that I 
recently spoke to).

Interestingly I have been hearing that a lot of established but 
older beekeepers are also selling up. They were around before  
the manuka boom, have done well off it, but now seem to be 
exiting rather than waiting for the industry as a whole to move 
back up again.

So far, so doom and gloom. Offsetting the sales, stress and hard 
times are a number of younger beekeepers entering or growing 
businesses in the industry. These beekeepers are able to go out on 
their own or build up in size now that hives are more realistically 
priced and terms of purchase for hives and equipment better. 
These beekeepers are looking to beekeeping as a lifestyle and 

long-term career rather than just a paycheck. There seems to be 
more women entering the industry also.

What our industry will look like at the end of all of this change 
is anyone’s guess. Hopefully the good beekeepers and businesses 
can figure out a way to survive the roller coaster ride.

Nick Milne is a third-generation beekeeper and owner-operator of 
Blue Sky Queen Bees in Nelson. 

An accountant who understands 
your business!

I’m a Blenheim-based chartered accountant, 
hobbyist beekeeper, and business partner 
with all of my clients. What’s important to me 
is understanding my clients’ business and 
bringing that personal touch. Please contact 
me confidentially and without obligation if 
you’d like to discuss how I can assist you and 
your business this year.

www.marrnz.com
Office: 03 929 3100

Mobile: 027 276 7682
Email: office@marrnz.com

https://www.manukaorchard.com/
http://www.marrnz.com/
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From the start the ‘21 Irish beekeeping season was slow and wet. 
The spring months of April and May seemingly had even more 
rain than normal. To maintain the title of the “Emerald Isle” a land 
requires a certain level of moisture, and so the wet spring was 
not a shock to me and probably will not surprise the Kiwi readers 
either, but still it was very disappointing to the beekeeper.  

With several of my hives queenless, following spring inspections, 
obtaining replacement well-mated queens did not just prove 
difficult, but impossible. Almost nobody here produces mated 
queens for sale.

With my own queen-rearing skills in their infancy, I was resigned 
to taking frames of eggs and brood from the best hives in my own 
apiary, but still from underperforming queens, and unavoidably 
ensuring well below-par genetic continuity.

Having been unable to join my local beekeepers association, 
because they would not take any new members due to Covid, I 
decided to hang in as best as I could and “go it alone”, so to speak. 
I ended up making a wise investment at least – I bought my own 
honey extractor, as there was no possible use of a club’s.

Rain, Queenlessness 
and Even a Little Bit 

of Honey

It’s been a minute, but our favourite foreign 
beekeeper, ANTHONY “THE IRISH DRONE” 

MORGAN, checks back in following a 
challenging second season keeping bees on his 

semi-rural property in County Wexford.

Anthony Morgan with 
some hard-earned 

honey following 
a damp Irish 

beekeeping season.

http://beeswax.co.nz/
https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/rain-queenlessness-and-even-a-little-bit-of-honey
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Fed up with getting told “unfortunately not” or “no” or “I’ll get 
back to you” by fellow beekeepers, I decided that, although there 
is undoubtedly a great wealth of knowledge out there, I have no 
real access to it. So, short of returning to NZ to be trained again by 
the Kiwi “ixperts”, Youtube should be a great source of reference 
going forward.

To be fair to my bees though, despite the disastrous start to 
our beekeeping season – and you may laugh – they did actually 
produce 180lbs (82kg) of honey. That’s 10 or 11 hives out of 14 
producing, but an average of 8kg each!

I knew you would laugh. 
Several hives simply had no honey to give because they had 

no queen, and so very few bees. They’ll be the first hives to get 
Frankensteined next year!

While the weather might not have played ball, I did my best  
to provide some extra forage for the 14 hives on my small  
property for when the sun did briefly emerge. Last September  
I planted what I hoped to be a wildflower haven and it turned  
out to be what I would call a 15 percent success, in terms of 
ground coverage.

Some of the wildflower mix is biennial, so I can’t realistically 
expect to see those bloom until next year. But the wet start to the 
season may have hampered things. Or it could even have been 
Covid? We’ve been hard hit in Ireland and I fear that somehow it 
made my wildflowers lag… 

Next year should herald a new era in my wildflower meadow, 
but the flowers which did emerge this year were much loved by the 

bees, hoverflies, ladybirds, bumblebees and moths. The area  
where they grew best was in the soil heap around my new pond, 
which itself did end up attracting damselflies and dragonflies, 
even daddy longlegs who seemed to be laying eggs on top of 
the algae which formed on the pond surface. The bees took full 
advantage of the algae – the perfect landing pad upon which  
to take a saturated sip, without fear of being pulled under by…  
The Pond Predator…

The Pond Predator, in fact, turned out not to be a creature of 
the deep, dark abyss, but a cowardly grey heron who flies off every 
time I open the kitchen door. I don’t know why he even bothers 
going back to the pond, he already has all my goldfish either 
terrorised into invisibility or else and – more likely – eaten.

The local garden centre sells plastic herons but says the jury 
is out on whether they scare the real heron away or not. So, I 
strung a few CD’s across the pond with fishing line, hoping the 
shimmering reflections would scare the heron away, but obviously 
not. Any ideas for managing goldfish eating herons? Complete 
“pists”, I tell ya!

Anyway, that’s a look into The Irish Drone’s second season 
of keeping the Irish black bee (and some further asides!). It’s 
obviously not without its challenges over here, but there is usually 
a solution. Speaking of which, next month I might regal you with a 
grand plan I have to overcome the dearth of quality mated queens 
in Ireland, but it might require a bit more contemplation and a few 
Guinesses. So, until then…

Anthony Morgan welcomes correspondence from  
beekeepers (or heron experts), drop him a line at  
ederminehoney@gmail.com 

https://www.kiwilabels.co.nz/our-labels/honey-labels/
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As Auckland moves towards three months of lockdown at level 
3 or above, we check in with two of the biggest beekeeping 
clubs in the region to find out how they are navigating the 

restrictions on their usual gatherings.

Apiarist’s Advocate checked in with Auckland Beekeepers Club 
president Steve Leslie in May last year when Auckland first got hit 
with Covid-lockdowns and he was pleased to report some success 
in their work arounds – namely webinars to facilitate online 
gatherings. Webinars have again been the order of the day for the 
club, but having to try and organising relocation of their club hives 
has also been hampered by Covid constraints.

“This lockdown has seen us sort of repeat what we did last year, 
with our September and October monthly club meetings carried 
out via webinar and it has worked really well,” Leslie says.

Over 100 people, of their club of nearly 700, have tuned in to  
the live webinars, which are recorded and sent to others for 
delayed viewing.

Word of the webinars is out too and they have gone global, with 
one viewer tuning in from Spain in the middle of their night.

While the past 18 months has the club well prepared for 
adapting to lockdowns with their meetings, the curveball of having 
to relocate the club’s hives from their long-time home at Unitech 
campus in Mt Albert could have been better timed.

The Government has decided that the large greenspace 
at Unitech will be adequate for up to 4000 new houses and 
apartments and so the Auckland club’s apiary has been relocated 
to members backyards for now. They hope to have a new apiary 
location lined up at a nearby park, but the Council is yet to 
confirm it.

“Unfortunately the team that make assessments on use of 
Council facilities, and will be looking at our application, are also 
the team that have had to go through all the popup vaccination 
and testing centres. So, we have an application in, its looking OK, 
but we are still waiting,” Leslie says.

Down the road at the Franklin Beekeepers Club the main mode 
of communication with members for the past two months has 
been through the club email newsletter and Facebook.

“Face to face I would much prefer. We have missed two monthly 
meetings and it looks like we will miss a third in November,” club 
president Prakash Naidoo says.

With the Franklin club’s numbers swelled by an influx of people 
new to beekeeping over the past year, the timing of the lockdown 
in spring is limiting the club’s ability to educate.

“I think everyone is using their own information sources, such as 
Youtube. We haven’t got much feedback from new members and, 
because we haven’t been meeting, perhaps we just haven’t had the 
chance to hear what is happening out there,” Naidoo says.

Recently one of the club “hive masters” worked the club hives 
and made splits, which was videoed and uploaded to the internet 
for members to watch.

With both club’s next monthly meetings and field-days on the 
calendar for mid-November, they will be hoping the region can 
“level-down” in time. While modern work arounds are a necessary 
substitute for in-person gatherings at present, Naidoo, a retired 
school principal, admits, “we are losing momentum in terms of 
education and learning”. 

Locked-down,
But Not Out

CLUB CATCH-UP | BROUGHT TO YOU BY HIVE WORLD NZ

https://www.hiveworld.co.nz/
https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/locked-down-but-not-out
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What is to be Done?  
A Four-Part-Start

The background: I think the country is drifting not only into 
irrelevance (that started long ago), but also into not-so-genteel 
decline and relative poverty. There are four things we can do that 
together would start fixing things.

First, raise taxes. We now know that economic inequality leads 
to asset bubbles, like housing. This disenfranchises the young, the 
marginalised, the immigrant, and the poor. It corrodes our society. 
The clear evidence is that only lower inequality will work. To fix 
housing, higher taxes are essential, not optional.

Secondly, tackle productivity. Our public finances are good, 
so higher taxes give room to spend, fix infrastructure and invest 
in skills. That might mean making long distance rail work and 
ending student debt. Others will have other ideas. But also make 
government a demanding, clever consumer of new, New Zealand 
ideas and technology. We can’t ignore the evidence (the work of 
Maria Mazzucato and others) that only the state has the deep 
pockets and risk tolerance to really call new technology into being 
(examples include computers, the internet, jet engines, mobile 
phone standards). We can either keep importing others’ stuff (and 
paying for them) or own some cool ideas ourselves.

Thirdly, get a grip on foreign policy. Hand-wringing doesn’t cut 
it. We need to work out who our friends are (hint: it’s Australia – so 
much better than anyone else). And we need to recognise that we 

live alarmingly close to the world’s new front line. Defence matters. 
A bigger navy, and an air force capable of actual force are 
essential if we are to keep others out of our patch, keep vital sea-
lanes open, and balance the militarisation of Antarctica. Off the 
wall idea: why not start by buying a few of the French advanced 
diesel-electric submarines rudely rejected by Australia – good 
boats for cheap and the gratitude of every Western power.

Finally, fix local government. The Three Waters water 
infrastructure proposal (both obscure and complicated by baroque 
governance) is important: it shows that local government is 
financially broke, and politically moribund.  Piecemeal reform 
(the policy since 1875!) won’t work. We need a meaningful federal 
system. Think Switzerland. The alternative – if we do none of this – 
is Lebanon.

Time to wake up.

Ian Fletcher is a former chief executive of the UK Patents Office, free 
trade negotiator with the European Commission, biosecurity expert 
for the Queensland government and head of New Zealand’s security 
agency. These days he is a commercial flower grower in the Wairarapa 
and consultant to the apiculture industry with NZ Beekeeping Inc. 

I usually write this column to raise issues and 
encourage readers to think about solutions.  

This week is different: this is what I think  
New Zealand ought to do.

VIEWS FROM OUTSIDE THE APIARY | IAN FLETCHER

http://www.blueskybeekeeping.com/
https://www.facebook.com/kiwiqueensnz
https://www.ceracell.co.nz/
www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/what-is-to-be-done-a-four-part-start
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