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We get the latest on The Experiment 
Company’s research into the health benefits of 

one of our most abundant honeys

Is There a Road  
to a Kānuka Honey 

Revival?



Making Kānuka Honey 
Great Again
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Imagine the impact on New Zealand apiculture if kānuka honey could be 
proven to have health benefits on a par with that of mānuka? It might seem 

like a stretch, but research from The Experiment Company (TEC) in Auckland 
is bringing the possibility closer to reality. The latest stage of the research calls 
for validation of their testing methods and they’ve got the funding to make it 
happen, now they just need beekeepers to provide the kānuka honey samples.

Apiarist’s Advocate readers first got to know the scientists behind 
TEC in the December 2020 issue where their goal to add value 
to New Zealand’s non-mānuka honeys was outlined. Scientists 
Sunil Pinnamaneni and Dr Swapna Gannabathula’s primary aim 
is to confirm the immunomodulatory benefits of kānuka (Kunzea 
ericoides) honey and provide an accurate measuring system 
for them, which could lead to a new rating classification for 
commercial application.

Gannabathula, who has studied New Zealand honeys since 2011 
and works as a research associate with Auckland University of 
Technology as well as with TEC, has been conducting research into 
the presence of Arabinogalactan proteins (AGPs) in kānuka honey. 

These proteins, when combined with Apisimin in the honey, aids 
the body’s immune response, TEC believe.

The experimental work has found higher levels of AGPs in 
kānuka honey than others tested, including mānuka. The findings 
are encouraging for the TEC team and, more broadly, the New 
Zealand honey industry, but there is still work to be done before 
the industry can reap any benefits, Pinnamaneni says.

“Now we are further moving to validate Dr Swapna’s previous 
work but, most importantly, we are validating the method itself so 
that it is repeatable, reproducible and able to be commercialised. 
That is the most important thing because, if we are going to do 
this research, it has to be useful for the beekeepers at the end of 
the day,” Pinnamaneni says.

Funding of TEC and their research into kānuka honey has thus 
far come from a mix of private backers within industry, known as 
the Kānuka Science Group, and government agency Callaghan 
Innovation. The latest project began in October and is budgeted to 
cost about $110,000. A recently announced extra funding boost of 
$42,000 from Callaghan Innovation is a boon.

The Kānuka Science Group backers include Pinnamaneni and 
wife Sri Govindaraju’s honey company Zealandia Honey, as well 
as Doc O’Connor of Koa Honey Ltd, producers for the Native Kiwi 
honey label.

DEFINING KĀNUKA
As well as confirming the potency of kānuka honey by quantifying 
the presence of AGPs, the next batch of research will include an 
attempt to form a definition of kānuka honey through chemical 
markers.

“These markers are not unique to kānuka honey, but the 
combinations are, just like the combination of four markers are 
unique to New Zealand mānuka [according to the Ministry for 
Primary Industries’ export standard],” Pinnamaneni says.

He is aware of the contentious nature of the export standard 
for mānuka honey, but contends the accuracy of TEC’s work will 
be much improved if beekeepers come to the party and supply 
accurate kānuka honey samples.

“It is like a fingerprint and as you get more samples the 
definition will become more accurate. MPI is reanalysing their 
definition using the same thinking. This will be the same. It is not a 
black and white thing, there is always a grey area with these sorts 
of characteristics.

Sunil Pinnamaneni, founder of 
The Experiment Company, is 

calling on beekeepers to provide 
them with samples of kānuka 
honey so that they can more 
accurately define the variety 

and establish its health benefits. 

https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/making-k%C4%81nuka-honey-great-again
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critical to the project.
“If beekeepers think the samples 

are kānuka monofloral, then that is the 
sample we need.”

MEETING A MARKETING NEED
While the funding boost supplied by Callaghan Innovation is 
encouraging, the Kānuka Science Group still provides the majority 
of the funding. Doc O’Connor, while not a beekeeper himself, has 
been connected to the honey industry for a number of years as a 
business partner and mentor.

“At the end of the day, the definition is only as good as 
the samples you get. If the beekeeper says it is a kānuka 
monofloral, then we have to trust the beekeeper. From there 
we can try and set required markers which determine up to 
what levels the sample is multifloral kānuka, and over which it is 
monofloral.”

MEASURING AGPS
While the chemical “definitions” of honey samples rely on 
extraction of various markers, testing for AGPs is quite different. 
A process known as rocket gel electrophoresis is being used to 
quantify protein molecules. It is a standard method to quantify 
the likes of AGPs and provides accurate and reproduceable 
tests according to Pinnamaneni, who is currently based in Dubai 
and undertaking honey research for the United Arab Emirates 
government.

“Mānuka is well known for antibacterial properties, we want to 
find out if kānuka is just as valuable for its immunomodulatory 
properties – i.e good for your immunity. To do that we need to 
quantify the active component, the AGPs, and we need to link 
that concentration and other chemical markers to the immune 
response,” the TEC founder explains.

“It’s a hope, but we are confident it will work. Time will tell, but 
we need as many samples as we can from different parts of New 
Zealand so we can accurately quantify these compounds. It is 

Revamped website 
to be revealed at 

Apiculture Conference, 
come see us to  

discuss it!

Dr Swapna Gannabathula has 
been researching New Zealand 

honeys since 2011 and has 
identified Arabinogalactan 

proteins in kānuka honey at high 
levels, leading to hopes that 
benefits to human’s immune 

repose can be proven.

www.manukaorchard.com
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the honey, as well as any extra unique selling points, such as 
immunostimulatory benefits. Thus, TEC’s research to overcome 
these hurdles is very much required in O’Connor’s eyes.

“At the moment you can’t really market kānuka honey because, 
first of all, we don’t know what it is. We need a definition. And 

He first came into contact with the husband-and-wife 
duo of Pinnamaneni and Govindaraju about five years 
ago and calls the couple “absolutely enthusiastic” 
honey researchers. With the Zealandia Honey and 
TEC founders driving the research he knew it was 
in good hands, but it was another insight that 
really proved a catalyst for him to provide funding 
assistance.

“With our Native Kiwi brand we ran trials selling 
kānuka honey on Google shop to the American market 
two years ago. We were staggered with the number 
of sales we were making. That’s really where my interest 
seriously took off,” O’Connor says.

The ex-data storage technologies business owner lives in 
Auckland, but hails from Northland, and that is where much of 
the Native Kiwi honey is harvested.

“Seeing all that acreage of kānuka which grows up there, my 
thinking turns to, how can this be best used instead of just heaping 
it amongst mānuka multifloral, or as bush honey, which has limited 
value to a beekeeper? People have different stories, but it probably 
gets the producers $5 to $7 per kg.”

His interest was also piqued by the success of Honey Lab, which 
uses kānuka honey in its skin treatment products retailed in New 
Zealand and sold online.

More wider uses and marketing of kānuka honey is hindered 
by both the lack of an accurate definition of the source of 

The world’s most The world’s most 
versatile loaders versatile loaders 
for beekeepersfor beekeepers

For many observers, kānuka trees 
can be difficult to differentiate from 
mānuka, and the honey produced 

also not dissimilar in taste or texture. 
Thus, research is needed to create a 

unique selling point for kānuka honey 
if its value is to be realised, the Kānuka 

Science Group believe.

www.glenbrook.co.nz
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Can You Help The 
Experiment Company’s 
Kānuka Honey Research? 
– provide samples now.

Do you have any remaining honey samples from 
predominantly kanuka areas? Will you have any 
soon? Even better, can you provide samples from 
the same sites from multiple seasons?

Mail samples of 100-200g or more to:
School of Science Reception (Attention: Swapna 
Gannabathula and Nazimah
Hamid) Level 5, WS Building
Auckland University of Technology
34 Saint Paul Street
Auckland 1010

Along with sample please provide:
• Your contact details
• Floral type (approximate %s)
• Region/Location
• Land type (e.g. Urban, bush, farm or orchard)
• Harvest date

secondly, what’s the point of marketing kānuka as a honey if 
its flavour profile is not too different from mānuka? Where’s 
the differentiation? Well, the differentiation is going to have to 
come down to health properties, which is the big one showing up 
through Swapna Gannabathula’s research into AGPs, alongside 
some other compounds.”

MAKING IT HAPPEN
While the Kānuka Science Group, through its fundraising, and The 
Experiment Company, as the working arm, have carried out and 
are undertaking the majority of the work required, their need for 
more kānuka honey samples will have to be met by beekeepers 
across New Zealand.

“We want people to support the project by sending in reliable 
samples of kānuka honey. This is critical for the definition and 
getting accurate output,” Pinnamaneni reinforces.

In the longer term, a group marketing effort will be required 
O’Connor believes.

“I’ve always said, if everyone starts selling kānuka honey then 
that’s great. It’s the only way it’ll get noticed eventually. Not one 
company can do it. They just don’t have the tentacles to get into 
enough markets,” the Kānuka Science Group backer says.

Right now, there’s research work to be done and an important 
six months looms as TEC looks to add to its promising findings 
thus far and take their testing techniques to the commercial honey 
testing laboratories. 

www.stowers.co.nz
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To Fiji with Advice

In May, Southern North Island Beekeeping Group (SNIBG) member Allan 
Richards ventured to Fiji on request of the Fiji Beekeepers Association, 
to teach a two-day queen breeding workshop. While there he became 

concerned about the way the local beekeepers were being kept uninformed 
or misinformed about how to deal with the varroa incursion and also the 

American foulbrood (AFB) education and training being provided. Spurred 
into action to assist, four SNIBG members embarked on a week-long 

education mission to Fiji in November. Frank Lindsay reports on what they 
found, both inside the apiaries and out.

In 2018 Varroa jacobsoni was identified in Fiji, a different and 
somewhat less aggressive strain of the parasitic mite to Varroa 
destructor found in New Zealand, but one that still needs careful 
management. However, during his initial visit in May, Allan picked 
up a disconnect between the two government organisations, 
Fiji Biosecurity and Fiji Ministry of Agriculture, which limited 
coordination with beekeepers.

That disconnect also lead to erroneous advice that varroa 
jacobsoni was benign and wasn’t causing problems, while we had 
also heard that they had an AFB problem. Thus, we planned a trip 
to both teach about AFB and varroa management, while trialling 
the products we have registered in New Zealand under Fijian 
conditions.

It wasn’t all varroa and AFB though, a range of topics were 
taught. As part of an aid programme, Australian queen bees are 
being imported into quarantine (on an outer Island). The F1 (first 
generation) hybrids are being distributed to beekeepers, so we 
included some information on how to safely requeen hives and 
anything else where there was a knowledge gap.

THE WET-DRY WINDOW
Fiji’s beekeeping calendar works around the wet and dry seasons 
and the best time for us to visit was deemed to be at the end of 
the dry season and just before the start of the wet. With rain set 
for December through April, most nectar gathering is during the 
dry, and is heightened following any rain which stimulates renewed 
flowering. With honey harvest and extraction set to be completed 
in November, it didn’t give us much of a window before the rainy 
season to make our visit and thus we planned for four SNIBG 
members to visit for a week, 13-20 November.

Through the generosity of Reuben Stanley (Bee Green) and 
 Gary Sinkinson, John Burnet, the Ministry for Primary Industries 
(MPI) and other beekeepers, we took over a box of Apilife Var,  
and a selection of Formic Pro, Bayvarol, Apistan, Apivar,  
enough oxalic acid and glycerine to make 150 cardboard staples, 
fourteen second edition varroa manuals and 50 MPI pathogen 
reference booklets.

The Fijian beekeepers were using sugar shake jars with 
dishwashing liquid to do mite washes. This type of jar was not 
designed for this, so we took eight Sistema 700ml strainer 
containers purchased from Mitre 10’s all over Wellington – on sale 
at half the normal price! Four bee suits and gloves were purchased 
on TradeMe for $40 each, knowing we couldn’t bring any bee gear 
home. Travel to Fiji, insurance and incidentals were paid from by 
the SNIBG Education Trust.

At the airport, Fiji Customs inspected the varroa treatment that 
Allan Richards and Trevor Gillbanks were carrying, but we went 

through thanks to Oliver Quinn from 
MPI who was immediately behind us 

in the queue. Recognising Oliver, 
the Customs lady asked, “Are 

you with Oliver?”, “Sort of” was 
our reply and she waved 

Gary and I through.

BY FRANK LINDSAY

The SNIBG contingent and some of 
their hosts in Fiji amid their week-long 

beekeeping education mission recently. 
From left, Frank Lindsay, Allan Richards 

and Trevor Gillbanks. Far right, Gary 
Sinkinson and second from right is the 

president of Fiji Beekeepers Association, 
Nilesh Kumar.  

Photos: supplied by SNIBG.

https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/to-fiji-with-advice


LIFE ON THE ROAD
Arriving in the afternoon, we settled into the Tonoa Holiday Resort 
and split up the gear. Allan and Trevor were to travel around the 
big Island, Viti Levu and Gary and I were to fly to Vanua Levu, 
travel around the Island and then catch the ferry on to Taveuni, 
stay overnight and the next day (Saturday) fly back to Nadi, 
catching the 7.30am Sunday flight back to New Zealand.

It meant we were on the move every day, running training 
sessions for trainers, inspecting hives, mite washing and 
putting in different treatments to see how they worked. Gary 
has been playing with varroa treatments for seven years and 
monitoring how the bees reacted in the hives to each treatment, 
including observing their reactions using a camera. So, he made 
recommendation on how much to use of each product to get a 
good varroa knockdown.

In the evenings we were hosted by the beekeepers, who were 
mainly teachers of Indian descent, and then on to the next 
appointment, transported by our hosts. Teachers finish every day 
at 3.00pm and have their weekends free, so have ample time to 
attend to beehives. Their honey doesn’t granulate and is mostly 
sold in half litre bottles. They get $13 dollars a litre with some 
beekeepers turning over $50,000 a year. However, like us with 
Covid and no tourists, some had a lot of unsold honey.

We saw the real Fiji. Metal roads with potholes. Under their 
conditions, vehicles only last seven years before shocks and 
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suspension are worn out, so we only saw modern cars and utes. 
Drivers use both sides of the road to avoid the worst of the 
potholes, which can be a little disconcerting. Some overtake on 
double white lines. “We can if we think we can pass”, was the 
explanation.

Sugar cane harvesting was in progress, so six ton trucks 
(carrying 12 tons with the load extending a metre out from either 
side of the vehicle) used the middle of the road. Veer to the side 
and they were likely to tip over.

The Fijians were lovely, happy, house-proud people. They fed 
us well. Mostly curried fish and chicken with rice and other dishes 
and sauces, plus sweet chocolate flavoured tea. Freshly picked 
bananas, watermelon and sweet juicy pineapples filled out the 
menus. Gary’s favourite was deep fried fish! It was cool showers 
(tank water) outside the main cities, where there wasn’t electricity. 
We mostly slept on a squab on the floor, sometimes with a 
mosquito net.

Where we had an internet connection, we live-streamed our 
inspections back to our SNIBG’s Facebook site.

SO, WHAT DID WE FIND?
Our first introduction was of the dark mellifera bees. Walk past 
them once and a few bees would fly. Walk back and they were all 
over you. On went the veil and then, after about 20 stings in the 
hands within a minute during our first hive inspection, on went 

Thanks for 2022  
Last Day DEC 22 | We’re Back JAN 9

MERRY
CHRISTMAS

For all orders and enquiries contact:
03 693 9189, 07 849 6853

or info@beeswax.co.nz
www.beeswax.co.nz

www.beeswax.co.nz
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the gloves. Allan and Trevor took over 50 stings between them 
before doing a runner. They were chased for a kilometre before 
they could get back in the car. The bees ran off the frames and we 
hardly ever saw a queen.

A lot of villages had been given 20 hives, a day’s training 
in a classroom, and then just left to it. We observed how they 
worked their hives and then provided more instruction; e.g. when 
inspecting, start from the bottom super. We left a varroa book with 
each of the trainers.

Rectified spirits were no longer available, but we were given a 
500ml bottle at the Muslim School in Labasa thanks to our host 
for that day Mohammed Sameer. That meant we could do a 
comparison with their sugar shake containers with dishwashing 
liquid and our containers using rectified spirits.

Using their sugar shake containers with dish washing liquid, 
gave a comparable number of mites to the alcohol wash, but you 
had to wash the bees three or more times to get out all the mites 
as they had to pass through the bees on to a cloth.

We also found on the first alcohol wash we attempted that 
those mites riding on the bees fell off immediately, but we still had 
mites falling after five minutes in the alcohol. Jacobsoni, being 
slightly smaller than the varroa destructor we are used to in New 
Zealand, perhaps took longer to dislodge from under the plates. 
After seeing what we were using, the beekeepers were going 

to throw away their sugar shake containers and will try to get 
Sistema jars as these were much easier and quicker to use.

We carried out careful brood inspections but did not find 
any AFB. Some were confusing the late stages of Parasitic Mite 
Syndrome (PMS), brown gluggy larva under capped cells, as AFB.

First impressions were that varroa didn’t look bad as we were 
only seeing one or two infested drone brood pupa between the 
frames. Hives had good numbers of bees with plenty of honey, 
however, varroa was in all hives. Allan and Trevor found the most, 
with up to 200 mites in a 300 bee wash. In the end they were just 
estimating the number of mites as under 50, over 50, 100+, 150+.

Being on the outer Islands, we found less mites in the washes the 
further away from the main Island we went; averages of 15-20% 
on Vanua Levu and 10% on Taveuni in the apiaries we inspected. 
In Vanua Levu, the mites were affecting hives. We saw signs of 
PMS in most hives and one drone with Deformed Wing Virus. Allan 
also reported seeing DWV in a hive.

Two of the seven beekeepers we visited on Vanua Levu had lost 
50% of their hives in the last six months and weren’t sure why, yet 
they had had a marvellous honey crop. Some could be associated 
to more rain during their normal dry season (thanks to the La Nina 
weather patterns, the vegetation was green where normally it 
would have been brown) and that perhaps their bees were robbing 
dying feral colonies. 

Many a varroa mite wash was 
carried out during SNIBG’s 
visit to Fiji, with Manawatu 
beekeeper Gary Sinkinson 

demonstrating the technique to 
local beekeepers here as Frank 

Lindsay records the process. 
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The honey produced 
was lovely and fruity.

TREATMENTS USED AND 
THEIR IMPACTS

After traveling around most 
of the coast of Vanua Levu, two 

days after treating Chuck’s (Jack 

McKay) apiary, we were back again to do a quick inspection of the 
hives. We were a little shocked in one hive we checked as the bee 
population had gone from a full box of bees down to three frames. 
Those bees bitten by varroa had disappeared and this was with 
Bayvarol, our mildest treatment.

Allan’s trial of Oxalic staples showed 2000 mites on a sticky 
board after 24 hours, so this treatment was working.

The beekeepers whose hives we inspected, were left with an 
assortment of treatments and were to record their mite wash 
numbers after two weeks and then a month later.

As to the cost of treatment. Currently the Fiji Beekeepers 
Association was selling packets of Apistan for $20. They were 
being subsidised by a generous grant from the New Zealand 
Embassy. We thought that ApiVar Life was the next cheapest as 
we were only using 1/3 to a half a wafer in each hive.

Formic Pro was the next cheapest with 1/3 to 1/2 strip. Again, it 
will depend on results and that they may need to put in a follow-
up treatment to control re-invading mites.

The other strips were far too costly for the Fijian beekeepers 
although very effective.

QUEENS
As to the importing of queen bees, we didn’t think this was wise 
as both the Fijians and the Australians hadn’t tested their bee 
populations for pathogens, so they may be importing more 
virulent viruses with these queens.

Another thorough inspection 
of a local hive, this one in 

the apiary of Jack “Chuck” 
McKay on the Fijian island of 
Vanua Levu where the group 
witnessed a dramatic drop in 

colony strength once a miticide 
treatment was applied.  

https://nodglobal.com/distributor-nz/?utm_source=apiaristadvocate&utm_medium=digital&utm_campaign=fp
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On Taveuni we found yellow Italian cross, calm bees, initially 
imported by Gavin McKenzie from New Zealand 25 years ago. 
There were only 200 hives on the Island, so we believed once the 
feral population had been eliminated it would be possible over  
two seasons, with careful management, to eliminate varroa from 
the Island.

We recommend to the beekeepers that they do not import 
Australian queens on to Taveuni until a pathogen programme had 
been conducted and that in the mean-time they breed from the 
yellow Italian bees.

We also noticed that some beekeeper’s suits were dirty and with 
the amount of stings there were receiving, recommended that they 
wash them after use as dirty suits could lead to children becoming 
allergic. I explained the situation with my son breathing in the 
venom who now cannot touch anything related to bees without 
getting a reaction.

And in conclusion … I would like to thank all those involved 
for their hospitality in giving us a once-in-a-lifetime 
experience of the real Fiji.

POSTSCRIPT:
Two days home and I’m still scratching at the numerous 
mosquito bites I received after forgetting to use the 
repellent spray, and I’m on a no food diet until my stomach 
settles after drinking the local water the day before we left! 

And there it is! The first 
varroa jacobsoni is 

located during SNIBG’s 
visit to Fiji, but it was far 

from the last.

https://www.hill-laboratories.com/analytical-testing/honey-testing/
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“Living the Dream” in  
One of The World’s Most 
Pristine Environments

It seems many beekeepers are hunter/gatherers, but why so? The answer 
perhaps lies in the very real crossover of skills required – an appreciation 
of the natural world, being physically fit, with acute awareness of weather 
patterns and the seasons, plus the ability to read the natural environment. 
Derek Johnson is one such beekeeper who has harnessed those skills and 

combined his passions to provide a livelihood. Maggie James heads for West 
Coast Wilderness Honey to see how the Johnsons do it.

On a warm West Coast day, with the north side of Mt Cook 
spectacularly snow covered and the Tasman Sea sparkling bright 
blue reflecting a matching sky, I meet in Greymouth with self-
employed local beekeeper and bushman Derek Johnson. A man 
with many strings to his bow, Johnson is an avid hunter/gatherer, 
contract possum controller and dedicated photographer. The 
outdoorsman is even a contributor – preferably behind, but 
sometimes in front of the camera – to New Zealand television 
hunting programmes and magazines. There’s another string to 
Johnson’s bow too – enthusiastic part-time beekeeper, with Derek 
and wife Suanne trading as West Coast Wilderness Honey. 

A ROUGH INTRODUCTION
As an eight-year-old, biking home from tennis, Johnson passed 
a parked truckload of angry beehives then, whoomph, he was 
attacked by bees! Multiple stings were sustained, 20 to Johnson’s 
face alone, requiring hospital admission. He was warned he  
would most likely be highly allergic to honey bee venom the rest  
of his life. 

His aversion to honey bees remained for some years and, 
decades later, when Derek and Suanne met in 1993, his future 
father-in-law decided he and Johnson would undertake a tour of 
his extraction plant in one of their early meetings. Johnson saw a 
few bees on the inside shed window and had a major panic attack.

“I couldn’t concentrate on anything but the bloody bees!” he 
recalls. 

“But years later in 2016, I had a totally different vision when out 
in the field and, as soon as I lifted the lid off a hive, I was hooked 
and got my first two hives.”

HELPFUL BEGINNINGS
That father-in-law is Ralph Glasson, who with Johnson’s cousin-
in-law Gary Glasson now provide a base of practical beekeeping 
and business mentoring advice to Johnson, calling on their 130 
years of combined lifetimes’ beekeeping experience. Johnson 

has never really worked in a commercial beekeeping business, 
so the Glassons’ intense commercial mentoring is conducive to 
beekeeping being carried out safely, productively and with an eye 
on budgets. 

In 2017 Johnson and wife Suanne obtained another 12 hives 
and afterwards for the next two years every time he worked a hive 
Ralph was there to observe and advise. Over the years Johnson 
has gradually split these initial colonies and now runs up to 70 
full-depth double brood box hives, while the couple market their 
own honey. 

“2017 was the year for a massive rata flow, giving us a fantastic 
start,” Johnson recalls.

“50 boxes of undrawn supers were put out on the 12 hives. Each 
hive drew out five boxes of foundation, plus each yielded 50kg of 
rata crop.

BY MAGGIE JAMES

A successful morning out before even reaching the apiary for West Coast 
beekeeper Derek Johnson. He says he is selective with what he shoots, and it 
is often with a camera. This hind was scoped on day break on the way to the 

apiary and a bit of pest control undertaken with a .223 rifle.  
Photo: Kade Johnson.

https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/living-the-dream-in-one-of-the-world-s-most-pristine-environments
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“Southern rata is a honey flow of only once in every several 
years, of very light colour with a distinct silky, smooth, buttery 
texture. A different taste to that of northern rata.” 

The couple have their own NP1 plant for extraction of kamahi, 
rata and honey dew, in a new specifically built building, much 
larger than currently required. Mānuka honey is contract extracted 
at an RMP facility. 

They are happy with their current hive numbers, which require 
two full days work per fortnight, no business debt, and leave 
them well poised to expand, if necessary. It means Johnson is 
comfortable working, learning and problem solving with the bees 
at an enjoyable pace. 

He recalls sagely advice from Ralph along the lines of, 
‘beekeeping is hard work. Bee increases are easy to make, 
therefore it doesn’t make sense to buy hives. You need to run 
without debt, have ability for alternative income streams, and 
don’t rely on a bumper year every season’.

“With the current low honey prices, we are pleased we paid 
attention to this,” Johnson observes.

TACKLING AFB INCIDENCE
In 2017, in a high American foulbrood (AFB) area, the drawing out 
of such a large amount of comb potentially stopped spread of 
AFB and other diseases in their operation. When out working with 
Ralph there was emphasis on AFB education. After shaking bees 
off brood frames, whilst a great brood pattern might be displayed, 
four to five caps are flicked off every frame and cell contents 

Beekeeping might only be a part-time occupation for Derek Johnson and 
West Coast Wilderness Honey, but with some sage advice they have built a 
solid business, including this NP1 registered honey extraction facility a few 

minutes from their Greymouth residence. Photo: Maggie James.

http://www.hdprocess.co.nz/products
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inspected. 
When, three years ago, an AFB hive was found it was euthanised 

and burnt as required. Ever since then that apiary has been totally 
quarantined and their whole outfit appears to be AFB-free. 

HELPING HAND
Last summer Johnson helped Gary Glasson in Blackball with 
honey removal, using a bee blower, and extraction.

“I thoroughly enjoyed seeing how a large outfit worked as a 
team with good camaraderie, where everyone had a specific task, 
swapping around jobs after lunch so that the same guy didn’t get 
all the heavy lifting. Heavy duty hive tools were used,” Johnson 
observed of Glasson Apiaries’ work. 

Adding to the practical knowledge garnered from Ralph – who 
believed the ability to produce their own queens and run a grafting 
yard was essential for the fledgling business – last winter Johnson, 
(along with 3% of the population of Blackball!) attended a tutorial 
on quality queen cell production with this author, and has put his 
new knowledge into use this spring.

“This September, I put the first lot of this season’s queen cells 
out into top splits and four frame nucs. These were our best spring 
matings ever with great, and very few failed, matings. Requeening 
is not undertaken in autumn, due to robbing,” Johnson says.

DO IT YOURSELF
When it comes to honey sales, Ralph Glasson’s mentorship of ‘get 
rid of as much honey as possible by yourself and sell locally’ is 
put into practise, with the Johnsons selling most of their honey 
at their roadside stall, via their Facebook page, and at a couple 
of Greymouth and Christchurch outlets. Creamed Rata honey is 
supplied to West Coast Chocolate Icons for use as filling in their 
Pancake Rocks shaped chocolate. 

The honey house, shop stand, woodware production shed, 
grafting yard, and a few sheep are all sited on a block of local 
nearby land purchased and planted in macrocarpa and Lawson 
cypress by Johnson’s grandfather upon his return from WWI.

Johnson has a portable sawmill, milling his own timber and 
windblown native trees under concession. On wet days he makes 
his own woodware, feeders, bottom boards, escape boards, and 
lids. The latter are covered in printer’s tin, while bottom boards are 
made from hard wearing Lawson cypress.

GETTING THE KIDS INVOLVED 

The Johnsons like to mix in a bit of recreation when they can if the kids are 
helping in the hives. Here, the beesuit comes in handy for Kade Johnson as 

the sandflies start biting during some trout fishing.

Suanne Johnson’s cousin, experienced beekeeper Gary Glasson in Blackball, 
has been a great mentor to Derek Johnson, including trips out blowing 

honey with Glasson Apiaries last season.

www.crystech.co.nz
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We’re looking for bulk bee suppliers with 
1000 or more hives and a passion for the 
health and wellbeing of the bees.

Be part of something different.
Supply bees weekly each year and turn 
your excess bees into cash.

We supply the gear, you supply the bees.

Full training and ongoing support provided.
Contact Jason now and be ready for the 
coming export season.

Beekeepers Helping Beekeepers

BEES • HIVES • POLLINATION
jason@sja.co.nz | 027 499 9297

We want to buy 
your excess bees 
in February,  
March and April

And There’s 
Another String 
to the Bow…
Before beekeeping occupied two days work a week, 
Derek Johnson was already “going bush” with a 
portable wood mill. 

In 2014 Cyclone Ita devastated large areas of native 
forest on the West Coast. The National government of 
the time brought in legislation that allowed removal of 
wind thrown trees from conservation land. Johnson’s 
contracting business was one of a few given a five year 
concession to salvage the native timber resource. Very 
strict guidelines had to be followed he says, with 50% 
of the wind thrown trees having to remain in the forest 
and no land-based machinery to be used.

His method involved flying a portable mill into the 
forest, milling the trees into board form which were 
then made into packs that could be flown out to the 
nearest road end. All sawdust and off cuts remained in 
the forest, which was seen as a benefit to the general 
health of the forest he believed.

A change of government saw an end to the practice 
and millions of dollars of timber lay rotting in our 
forests. A truly sustainable resource not being utilised.

The Johnson’s teenage sons Kade and Sam are encouraged to 
assist with beekeeping, but they try not to make this task arduous 
for the boys. Therefore, trout fishing is often undertaken on the 
way home, or perhaps hunting. 

Because of Johnson’s childhood experience with bees, and 
not wanting to repeat it with the boys, hives are blocked when 
shifted. Thus, there is a 100mm hole in bottom boards with a 
stainless mesh cover for ventilation, ensuring strong hives are not 
smothered enroute. 

Johnson is conscious of fuel prices and time management. All 
hives are within a 40km radius, which is an 80km loop return trip. 
This allows for easy winter and spring feed on wet evenings with 
60% syrup in top feeders. Late winter a container of raw sugar is 
added to the feeder. 

Wasps can be an issue on beech dew sites, and when this 
occurs 15mm entrances are reduced to 12mm, then later shifted for 
overwintering 15 minutes from home.

Freight is a major business expense for Johnson.
“Recently I ordered 216 frames with plastic inserts. The freight 

was $200, that’s essentially freight of one dollar per frame!”  
he says.

A LIFE IN THE BACK BLOCKS
The isolation might be a drawback when it comes to freight, but 
Westland’s remoteness and large conservation estate more than 
makes up for it for Johnson.

First hand, as a beekeeper, he reaps the benefits of regenerated 
rata and kamahi vegetation from his 30 years of contract possum 
control the full length of Westland, plus the Otira Valley in Arthur’s 
Pass area, among others in the South Island. Sometimes this 
involves camping for 20 days in remote wilderness and being 
flown in and out by chopper or fixed wing. His land-based controls 
use traps with 1080 or cyanide bait stations. Leg hole trap lines are 
also used, each 200 metres apart right up to the tussock country 
and on raised sets, ensuring weka, kiwi, kaka, and other native 
birds can’t gain access. 

Cyanide stations are weatherproof and raised, nailed to trees, 
and not accessible to bird life. Johnson is not involved in 1080 air 
drops.

Payment for contracts are success based. If you don’t pass the 
audit, you pay for the re-monitor. The Department of Conservation 
audits by placing traps every 20 metres and up to 15 lines of 10 
traps. Johnson considers this type of review keeps contractors 
honest and says he has failed the occasional block, usually due to 
adverse weather.

His and the Johnson family’s life is certainly one that is close 
to nature, whether that is trapping invasive species to protect 
the native environment, hunting and fishing for the table, or a 
burgeoning beekeeping enterprise where all are involved. Bringing 
those values together is important to Johnson, who has enjoyed 
learning to keep bees and seeing how it all comes together.

“When advertising we always try to include a photo of our honey 
showcasing West Coast scenery,” he says, adding “we are really 
trying to build our brand on the fact that we create a quality 100 
percent pure and natural New Zealand product in one of the 
world’s most pristine environments”.

If you wish to discuss any aspect of this story with Derek Johnson 
email editor@apiadvocate.co.nz 

Derek Johnson puts a rimu log through his portable mill. Before a change in 
government saw the practice dis-allowed, Johnson harvested wind-blown 
timber from conservation forests by flying in the mill, and flying out milled 

and packed timber.
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Win Beekeeping  
Booty this Christmas 

with Apiarist’s Advocate 
and Some of Our Leading 

Supporters!

Our advertisers have a great range of equipment to gift to the 
beekeeper in your life this Christmas, or to spoil yourself. To go in 
the draw to win a $100 voucher to each of Ecrotek Beekeeping 
Supplies, New Zealand Beeswax and Hive World NZ (that's $300 
value total!) as well as a copy of the summer edition of Apiarist's 
Advocate's Print Reads '22, then enter the draw by any or all of the 

following…
• Like us on Facebook – search for Apiarist’s Advocate
• Follow us on Instagram @apiarists_advocate
• Tag our December 1 “Win Beekeeping Booty this Christmas”

post on Facebook and Instagram with someone, or a
beekeeping business, who should be reading Apiarist’s 
Advocate

And to double your chances of winning …. Share the post to 
spread the word about our free beekeeping publication!

Merry Christmas to all our readers and we hope you get a 
chance to put your feet up this holiday season while the sun shines 
on the hard working bees. 

GIFT IDEAS
Christmas

Visit us for your Christmas Gifts at

www.ecrotek.co.nz
Visit us for your Christmas Gifts at

Merry Christmas to all our 
customers from the team 
at New Zealand Beeswax

There's plenty of gifts to put under any  
beekeeper's tree from our wide-ranging  

catalogue – check it out at beeswax.co.nz

For all orders and enquiries phone 
03 693 9189 or 07 849 6853 or 
email info@beeswax.co.nz

www.hiveworld.co.nz
www.beeswax.co.nz
www.ecrotek.co.nz
https://www.facebook.com/apiadvocate
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Australian beekeepers are currently grappling with a Varroa destructor 
incursion and making headway in elimination of the honey bee parasite. 

However, surveillance as part of the incursion response has unveiled 
another unwelcome visitor – braula fly. It’s not yet been detected in New 

Zealand, but Dave Black has some experience with the wingless fly that lives 
on honey bees and just got that bit closer to our shores. He explains how 
Aussies aren’t best pleased about their most recent biosecurity incursion 
not for the danger it might be responsible for inside a hive, but because it 

represents a failure of process.

What You Need to Know 
About Australia’s Latest 

Unwanted Arrival: 
Braula Fly

There’s much more in a hive than ’bees. When I was a learner 
beekeeper in England, braula fly was a rare but not unexpected 
visitor to the local apiaries. At the time (1994-ish) the job was to 
learn the difference between braula, the bee ‘louse’, which we 
had seen, and the new nuisance, the eight-legged varroa mite. 
News has now reached us that in August, the state of Victoria’s 
routine mite surveillance detected braula in local hives destined 
for almond pollination. They had obviously learnt the difference.

This wasn’t the first time for Victoria; braula has inhabited 
Tasmanian colonies for almost a century and has been found 
and eliminated in Victoria several times. This time, unfortunately, 
infected hives, perhaps illegally, ended up in NSW in September 
where a beekeeper picked it up.1  NSW is currently wondering if 
it’s even worthwhile continuing to regulate braula at all. I wouldn’t 
mind being a fly on the wall there…

Braula coeca Nitsch, to give its full and fancy name, has been 
found in beehives almost everywhere in the world where there 
are honey bees. We should call it Braula sp (species) or refer to 
them as Braulidae really, because there is a lot of debate about 
what particular species is where. Appropriately there are even 
two species of Megabraula (!) for the largest honey bee, Apis 
laboriosa.2 Not long after my first encounter with braula in the UK 
John Dobson (with some help from my local Bee Inspector, James 
Morton) published an article3 noting that there were in fact two 
different UK species, B coeca and B. schmitzi, but it didn’t make a 
difference in the apiary. There are seven species identified so far.

The bee louse was first reported to science by Reaumur in 
1740. Yes, that Reaumur… René-Antoine Ferchault de Réaumur 
was a Parisian physicist and entomologist who also invented a 
temperature scale about the same time as Mr Fahrenheit (in 1724), 
and Mr Celsius (1742). Braula was formally named by a German 
zoologist Christian Nitzsch in 1818. It isn’t a louse, zoologically 
speaking, but a six-legged, wingless fly from the insect order 
Diptera, perhaps one of the most diverse and ecologically 
successful groups on earth.4 Its closest relatives are the Drosophila 
flies cherished by geneticists.

BY DAVE BLACK

The braula fly – not yet detected in New Zealand but, like the varroa mite, a 
recent arrival to mainland Australia.

https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/what-you-need-to-know-about-australia-s-latest-unwanted-arrival-braula-fly
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Studying a single type of fly is a pretty niche occupation, 
particularly when it’s very small, doesn’t seem to have any 
economic consequences, and lives in a nest full of stinging insects. 
Understandably it rarely has much written about it, and what there 
is mostly dates from the 1920s-1940s. The experts describe it as an 
inquiline (Latin in the sense of a lodger or tenant) and sometimes a 
‘kleptoparasite’, to mean that its ‘parasitism’ is facilitated by theft. 
If beekeepers around the world note its existence at all, it is with 
that collective shrug, meh!

HOW DO YOU SPOT IT?
That it turns up when varroa sampling is not surprising, it’s just 
that most of the time people don’t look too closely at the brown 
dots they are counting. Braula are ‘lumpy’ on a sticky board, rather 
than a flat scale. Old treatments for braula include repeated 
smoking (hives or caged queens) with tobacco, or thymol, or 
camphor, so they would fall off, an exercise only marginally more 
effective than picking them off your queen one-by-one with a 
sticky stick (sticky with honey obviously).

The new treatments (pyrethroids) used for mite drop tests have 
a similar, but less lethal, effect on braula, dropping them onto 
the sticky boards, although vapours might be more effective.5 

I have a vague memory of Folbex (strips containing 370mg 
weight-for-weight bromopropylate we burned to control acarine) 
coincidentally ‘doing’ the braula, but Folbex has been banned for 

Test using dnature’s
AFB Foster Method. 
THIS SWAB TEST...

✓ makes it easier and faster to discover AFB
✓ means you can composite tests
✓ detects AFB in the absence of brood

Contact dnature for your AFB Sampling kit...

0800 362 887
orders@dnature.co.nz
www.dnature.co.nz/testing/bees

many years thank goodness. There is evidence that several of the 
current varroa treatments have reduced the frequency of braula 
finds over time.6

THIEFS!
The adult flies ride around on bees stealing food directly from the 
mouth as the host bee feeds or feeds others. They have a distinct 
preference for laying queens, rarely virgins, but occasionally using 
drones and workers.7 Usually there may be one or perhaps two 
on a bee, but queens can sometimes be found that are plagued 
with lots of them, reports counting around 30 on a single queen 
are not unusual. Early accounts from the turn of the 20th century 
of several hundred per queen have been questioned, pointing to 
confusion between braula and pollen mites. 

They’re also pretty good at not falling off. A study last year8  
looked closely at the specially adapted claws that knit into the bee 
body hairs, yet when released allow them to move quite quickly 
and securely across waxed surfaces. It includes several action 
videos, scanning electron microscopic images, coloured confocal 
laser scanning images and drawings. The attachment is strong 
enough to allow lifting a bee by holding onto the braula! They will 
die if removed from the host after about six hours.

It is surprising they aren’t groomed off by the retinue of bees 
attending the queen; astonishingly the bees hardly notice them. 
Stephen Martin and Joe Bayfield9 have shown that’s because 

https://dnature.co.nz/product/beehives-honey/


While beekeepers globally do not express high levels of concern at the 
presence of braula fly, it can create unwanted tunnels in honey comb.
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braula manage to use a chemical camouflage that either mimics 
the colony-specific ‘hive odour’, or (I think more likely) is acquired 
from the colony itself.

LIFE AND DEATH
Braula have the same life-cycle stages as other insects and tend 
to follow the rhythm of the nectar flow. There appear to be twice 
as many males as females (the sexes are identical without a 
microscope). Reproduction starts in the spring and stops in the 
autumn; development to adult stage takes 10-20 days and is 
temperature-dependant. Adults over-winter in the hive, but their 
lifespan is unknown. Curiously, eggs can be found anywhere in 
the hive, but only the ones laid inside the closing cap of a honey 
cell will develop. Tiny translucent larvae hatch and tunnel along 
the wax under-surface, sealing themselves in tunnels formed from 
wax fragments. The tunnel grows with the larvae and cuts through 
adjacent cells and the visible ‘mesh’ or network of tiny burrows is 
characteristic of a braula infestation. The larva will pupate inside 
the tunnel for 1-3 days and must find an adult to feed from as soon 
as it emerges.

Having a small insect tunnelling through your comb isn’t ideal if 
you produce honeycomb for sale (with wax moth in mind it’s often 
frozen then thawed prior to sale), and some report infestations 
significant enough so that it may interfere with a queen’s ability 
to lay the brood nest. Nevertheless, braula has not proved to be 
a significant pest of honey bees for beekeepers, and is not likely 

to given current varroa management and normal commercial 
practice. New Zealand’s biosecurity advice was updated at the 
beginning of the year. 

Dave Black is a commercial-beekeeper-turned-hobbyist, now 
working in the kiwifruit industry. He is a regular science writer providing 
commentary on “what the books don’t tell you” via his Substack Beyond 
Bee Books, to which you can subscribe here.

References: Full list available in the online story. 

https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/what-you-need-to-know-about-australia-s-latest-unwanted-arrival-braula-fly
www.myapiary.com
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I’ve just completed the layout of the latest 
edition of Print Reads Summer ‘22: The Best of 

Apiarist’s Advocate July-December 2022 and it’s 
been a challenge whitling down our stories from 
the last six months – meaning those that made 

the cut must be pretty good … right!?

Limited Print  
Run – Order Your 

Magazine Now to Get 
on the Delivery List!

BY PATRICK DAWKINS – EDITOR

It’s off to layout now and the printers will fire up soon, so I invite 
you to order now to get on the mailing list, because we won’t be 
running many extras off. First in best dressed and you can expect 
delivery before Christmas – meaning it will make an ideal gift for 
any beekeepers in your life, or just a bit of causal reading if you 
do get some time off through the ‘silly’ season.

Our advertisers do a great job of making our content freely 
available for the rest of the industry, but Print Reads is your 
opportunity to support our journalism while gaining a quality 
product and a snapshot of our industry for posterity.

For employers it’s a great addition to the workplace – and there 
is a discount for orders of four or more copies. For any type of 
beekeeper it enhances home or office.

Print Reads will run to around 50 pages and prices have 
remained the same as in winter – $29 (which includes GST) for one 
copy, or $25 per copy for orders of four or more.

While not all apiarists will be blessed with a lot of time off 
through the busy summer months, there will surely be a few 
minutes for most to sit back, relax and catch up on the best of 
Apiarist’s Advocate from the second half of 2022. Get you order in 
now, because the winter print run sold out!

To place you order visit apiaristsadvocate.com/pr 

Like the winter “best of” 
magazine here, a slick 

summer bi-annual version of 
Apiarist’s Advocate is set to 

be distributed in December to 
those who order now.

$29 or orders of 4+ copies, $25 ea (includes gst) 
apiaristsadvocate.com/pr

Get the best of Apiarist’s Advocate in print 
for your summer reading and posterity…

Order now, Print Reads Summer ’22:  
The best of Apiarist’s Advocate  
July to December 2022.

Apiarist’s Advocate brings New Zealand beekeepers 
news, views and promotions to your email inbox 
each month for free and now you can get a 
selection of the top stories from the second half of 
2022 in print magazine form. Have it in the smoko 
room, coffee table, office and then on the bookshelf 
for safe keeping and reference.

Support independent reporting in your industry.

Coming soon

ORDER 
NOW

https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/limited-print-run-order-your-magazine-now-to-get-on-the-delivery-list
https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/pr
https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/pr
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Currently Dunedin is the only New Zealand city 
with no American foulbrood (AFB) incidents 
reported in the last six months – a real credit 

to the whole Dunedin beekeeping community. 
Maggie James chats with the Dunedin 

Beekeepers Club president Brian Ellis, and 
committee member Jane Dawber about how the 
club is closely connecting with their community 
and taking advantage of the technical expertise 

and research projects of nearby institutions.

Empowering and 
Bee-Ing Part of 
a Strong, AFB 
Free, Dunedin 

Community

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

For over 40 years the Dunedin Beekeepers Club Inc has been 
involved in a wide range of activities, enabling their community of 
beekeepers to be vibrant and informed, plus reaping a bountiful 
harvest of knowledge from varied industry contacts. 

The Club boasts 200 beekeepers on its circulation list, 50 of 
them very active. A quarterly electronic newsletter is circulated to 
members, there is a private club Facebook page and a very well 
set out, easy to use, informative club website.

ON TOP OF AFB
This facilitation of information and knowledge transfer is no doubt 
one of the reasons the city is so well on top of AFB infections, with 
the AFB Management Agency confirming a clean slate of reported 
AFB in the last six months from Dunedin city.

“We promote best practise beekeeping, and we do more than 
just encourage good practises among our members. We provide a 
service enabling easy access to manufactured proprietary varroa 
treatments, advising alternating the chemical families,” Ellis says.

“For new beekeepers we recommend the use of proprietary 
strips. They are easy and safe to use. It’s important to learn about 
bees and hives, before considering other forms of treatments. The 
club uses these strips, but quite a few members feel strongly about 

organic treatments, especially oxalic acid strips, and will be using 
these as supplementary or whole treatments.” 

Club associate and microbiologist Dr Otto Hyink is very 
knowledgeable on oxalic acid strips and his advice has been of 
value to club members.   

IN THE NAME OF SCIENCE
The Club sees themselves as vital in terms of providing a platform 
for education and involvement with industry research. This is 
a good fit, given their proximity to a range of educational and 
research institutes, such as University of Otago in Dunedin.

In 2019-20 Hyink co-ordinated various hives around the city for 
a University of Otago project titled Bees as Biosecurity Biomonitors: 
Exotic Plant Detection and Identification.

For a couple of seasons club members were involved in trapping 
pollen samples from around Dunedin. The pollen was then subject 
to DNA sequencing to determine what the bees were foraging 
on. Urban hives were suggested, because of the variety of pollen 
sources worked, making the Dunedin club a valuable supporter 
of the research. The concept was that if there was a new invasive 
plant species in the area, honey bees may find it.

The project concluded that pollen collected by Apis mellifera can 
identify invasive plant species.

There has also been assistance given to research centred  
further afield.

BY MAGGIE JAMES

https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/empowering-and-bee-ing-part-of-a-strong-afb-free-dunedin-community
www.hiveworld.co.nz
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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

“Twice last season Victoria University, Wellington, entomologist 
Phil Lester visited our club. We contacted Phil to take part in a 
varroa study after he put out the call asking for hives having 
varroa problems and were weak. He wanted to gather bees and 
mites and monitor the diseases on both,” Dawber says.

This research found that the most common virus in bees was 
the deformed wing virus (the DWV-A strain) and that most bees 
in hives will have low levels of many other viruses including black 
queen cell and sacbrood viruses. The analysis of varroa mites also 
found high levels of the DWV-A virus. The genetic work suggested 
there has been just one introduction of varroa mites into New 
Zealand.

A CLUB IN THE HEART OF THE COMMUNITY
The Club apiary at Belleknowes is situated at the 

Southern Youth Development Trust (SYD). There are 
two ¾ depth hives with double brood boxes, and 

currently several nucs made from these hives, 
plus a bench hive. SYD is an agency working 

with young people disengaged with education 
or community and works with them to help 

realise their potential, plus achieve a stronger 
community. 
“Two or three times a year we provide sessions 

for SYD students who gear up in bee suits, then look 
through hives with us. Students relish dressing up in the 

Happy in the hives and in their 
roles building a successful Dunedin 

Beekeepers Club are president 
Brian Ellis and committee member 

Jane Dawber in the club apiary 
which provides an ideal base for 

educating not just members, but the 
wider community. Photo: Stephen 

Jaquiery, Arc Photo Ltd.

www.aerofast.co.nz/product-category/beekeeper-products/
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suits, and some just prefer enjoying racing around as ‘spacemen’!” 
Ellis says. 

Conveniently, the SYD facility also includes an NP1 registered 
kitchen which allows for club hive honey extraction, where 
members get to assist and taste their product. To help give a 
commercial perspective of machinery involved, some of the club 
crop is also extracted by members with Murray Rixon, Taeiri Plains, 
at his NP1 registered plant. 

Club facilities also include a seminar room, but sometimes the 
real life experiences out the window can be more captivating 
Dawber laughs.

“Last spring during a club meeting talking about swarm 
prevention, we looked out the window to see one of the hives 
swarming, but before it settled the colony returned to its hive!”

The club also gives demonstrations at local schools to nine 
and 10 year-old students using a series of display stations in the 
school playground about bees, bee suits, hive tools, info on honey 
extraction, plus a demo hive made by club member Hector Wong. 
A suited display mannequin is often borrowed from Brian and 
Adrienne Pilley, local beekeeping suppliers. 

BYLAW WIN
Like many areas of the country, Dunedin has recently seen a 
review of its bylaws regarding animals on urban properties. The 
Beekeepers Club have been able to help secure a win there.

 “Last year the Club were active in supporting the retention of 
apiaries in the urban environment and a favourable result was 

secured. Consequently, in the Dunedin City Council area there 
is no restriction of hives and apiaries in the urban environment, 
unless the issue is in regard to when it might be a nuisance to a 
neighbour,” Ellis says.

CLUB PHILOSOPHY
While working in partnership with the wider community is 
obviously fundamental to the operations of the club, so too is 
working in partnership with all aspects of the apiculture industry. 
Since 2021 they have held membership to Apiculture New Zealand 
and both Ellis and Dawber attended the most recent national 
conference, in Christchurch, which they say was a very positive 
experience which they recommend to all beekeepers. 

“Our club outlook is now based on some of the comments 
made by Alex Turnbull, Chief Executive Officer for Mānuka Health. 
‘All beekeepers whether they have one or 50,000 hives have a 
responsibility to the industry. One beekeeper can ruin it for all.’  
Our club has made the commitment to echo this philosophy,” 
Dawber says.

On that note, Ellis, the president, explains that, because they 
take beekeeping seriously, they dislike the term ‘hobbyist’ and 
prefer to use the term ‘non-commercial’ to describe beekeepers 
with smaller hive holdings.

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

The Dunedin Beekeepers Club observation hive made by club member 
Hector Wong and used for public displays and educational purposes. 

Photo: Brian Ellis

mailto:bartleycam@gmail.com
www.marrnz.com
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CLUB CATCH-UP | BROUGHT TO YOU BY HIVE WORLD NZ

For more information about our delivery lead times, 
call us on +64 9 444 9631 or visit the website pharmapac.co.nz

Superior quality 
& lead times.
When it comes to export quality packaging 
for honey, Pharmapac is the industry leader.
 
Pharmapac is also Toitū Enviromark 
Diamond certified, Operation Clean Sweep
and ISO 9001∶2015 accredited.

Ask today about our quick turnaround 
times and prompt delivery. 

Second to none, on time, every time.

“As a club we like to see ourselves bridging the gap between 
commercial and non-commercial operators who often have just 
one hive in the garden,” Dawber explains. 

Generally, in early spring the club holds beginner beekeeping 
courses, usually over two weekends consisting of theory and 
hands on beekeeping. They are fortunate to enlist the services of 
commercial beekeeper and AP2 Murray Rixon, plus Hyink, who is a 
self-employed beekeeper alongside his microbiology work.

After course completion, attendees are given the opportunity 
of being set up with mentors. Some pursue continuing education 
through various Level Three and Four tertiary training providers. 

A recent field day saw some more commercial beekeeper 
involvement with Sharleen Coker from Cromwell, and Blair Dale 
from Middlemarch, whom each spoke about their operations and 
business, challenges they face, honey production and 
extraction, plus pollination services. 

It’s a club that connects with beekeepers across 
the industry and members of their community 
through a range of initiatives. Being that lately 
the Government – along with the director of the 
Reserve Bank – have been indicating that we 
are in for tough times and Kiwis may need to 
look to their communities more and support each 
other, the Dunedin Beekeepers Club appear to be 
up with the times and well ahead in this race.  

A gathering at the Dunedin 
Beekeepers Club apiary 
in Belleknowes, which is 
located next to a youth 

development trust which 
they support. 

https://www.pharmapac.co.nz/
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The Government has started, tentatively, to take steps to prepare for 
the possibility of war in our wider region. (I’ve used the word ‘war’ here 
because ‘conflict’ is mealy-mouthed and avoids the awkward truth that 

this is about actual shooting war, not anything short of that.)

On 9 November, the Government announced that fuel companies 
will be required to hold onshore stocks of approximately 28, 24 
and 21 days’ worth of petrol, jet fuel and diesel respectively. And 
the Government is getting into the game too, announcing that it 
will also procure additional onshore storage of diesel stocks of 
at least 70 million litres of diesel, providing approximately seven 
days’ cover.

All this was announced as part of a wider package of measures 
aimed at helping consumers by managing price pressure: the 
biofuels obligation was delayed, and some reserve powers to 
set prices will be created for the Commerce Commission. These 
other measures are aimed at the prices you and I pay for fuel. 
The stockholding requirement will raise oil company costs (and so 
retail prices), a bit.

Holding strategic stocks onshore is a big change for New 
Zealand. As recently as April, announcing a release of oil stocks 
as part of an International Energy Agency (IEA) programme to 
damp rising prices, the Government explained “New Zealand’s 
membership of the IEA requires it to hold stocks equivalent to at 
least 90 days of net oil and imports. New Zealand buys emergency 
reserve stocks that are held offshore as part of this obligation and 

BY IAN FLETCHER

War Clouds on the Horizon?

help to manage potential disruptions in the oil market”. I’ve added 
the emphasis here. Some of the oil was held in Spain, and some 
in the UK. The existing 90 day arrangement dates from the late 
1970s.

Offshore, since the 1970s. Now onshore. Why the change? 
Holding stocks offshore is economically efficient, but assumes 
that it will always be possible to get fuel to New Zealand at 
some price. It’s a minimum way to meet IEA obligations. Holding 
stocks onshore is more expensive, and only makes sense if there 
might be a physical disruption, so tankers can’t or won’t get here. 
Economic downturn or pandemic-type disruption isn’t enough – 
we saw during Covid the Government’s willingness to pay extra for 
airfreight to keep essential supplies coming in. The only change 
in the environment that explains the new requirement is possible 
war. And the only war in the region that looks plausible over the 
coming years is China invading Taiwan. North Korea can threaten 
South Korea, Japan and soon the US itself, but has no capacity 
to disrupt shipping more widely. So this is all a consequence of a 
change in the Government’s assessment of war risk.

Why, and will it work? Does it mean the closure of the Marsden 
Point refinery was a mistake? The Government’s own thinking 
(helpfully released by MBIE) gives an insight.

VIEWS FROM OUTSIDE THE APIARY | IAN FLETCHER

The potential for war – real shooting 
war – between China and Taiwan 
is real and so too is the impact it 

would have on New Zealand. The 
Government’s recent actions on 

shoring up fuel reserves prove that 
explains Ian Fletcher, the former head 
of the Government Communications 

Security Bureau (GCSB).

https://www.apiaristsadvocate.com/post/war-clouds-on-the-horizon
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Firstly, Australia is doing the same. This is mentioned several 
times in the papers, and that’s important. Australia may well have 
made clear to New Zealand that free riding on Australia’s reserves 
is not on. I don’t know that, but I think it’s a reasonable deduction.

Secondly, Marsden Point. The Government develops the bizarre 
argument that Marsden Point was a single point of failure and so 
closing it and importing refined products from a range of sources 
somehow improves security of supply.

This is nonsense. If markets and shipping are working well, 
there’s no security of supply issue, and getting the best economic 
deal makes sense. But ‘security of supply’ means having options 
when markets and shipping aren’t working. If that happens, being 
unable to process crude oil reduces options. In that situation, price 
won’t matter, but physical availability will.

This is the biggest gap in the Government’s thinking. The world 
is full of oil producers (and lots of refiners) who will want to sell 
to us, especially if the price is high (the phrase ‘war profiteering’ 
applies here). But shipping is the issue. If there’s war around 
Taiwan, ship owners will look to see what their risks are before 
sailing anywhere near, and a lot of the world’s shipping (and 
a lot coming our way) goes through Asian waters that may be 
contested in wartime.

Which leads to insurance. If ships are at risk, insurers won’t 
cover them, and they won’t sail. If they won’t sail, we’re stuck. Our 
biggest risk isn’t physical blockade by the Chinese navy (unlikely), 
it’s economic blockade by the shipping underwriters at Lloyds 

VIEWS FROM OUTSIDE THE APIARY | IAN FLETCHER

of London (very likely in a shooting war). The shipping insurance 
market is really powerful: to nobble the Russians’ oil sales, next 
week the EU and UK are introducing a partial ban on shipping 
insurance for tankers carrying cheap Russian crude oil. As that 
moment approaches, the Financial Times reported industry folk 
saying “… the coming days mark a moment of deep peril for the 
oil market…”. Insurance really matters.

Could the Government do better? Yes. Stockholding onshore 
will help (it’ll buy time, if things get sticky). Being prepared to 
lease and then to self-insure tankers would be a big, bold step. 
But maybe the only really effective one. It would only require 
preparation, not action while insurance markets are working. 
Doing it with Australia might help too (a lot of New Zealand’s 
crude oil exports are trans-Tasman, so keeping that supply chain 
open helps both sides). I think there is a real war risk around 
Taiwan, but we don’t need to catastrophise. Just being open about 
risks and having credible plans would be a great start (just like the 
early days of Covid). Welcome to the new world.

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

https://www.kiwilabels.co.nz/
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Recently the Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI) 
released its Apiculture Monitoring Data for 2022, 

you may have seen some analysis of it around 
the industry (these days the data is provided in 

spreadsheet form and a lot of numbers, whereas 
until 2021 they had compiled a full report on the 
industry. So higher fees from MPI, less service to 

the industry?).

BY PATRICK DAWKINS

A Deeper Look at  
Industry Data 

Identifies  
the Pain Points

The big numbers are always 
the first place to look – total 
registered beehives down 
from 811,668 in 2021 
to 730,806 this year, 
predicted national 
honey yield of 
22,000 tonnes (as 
compared to 20,500 
the year prior and 
27,000 and 23,000 
before that). A drop back 
in honey export volume 
and value from the record-
setting 2021, but still a growth 
in that area compared to all 
previous years. 

There is a heap of other data though, from predicted honey 
prices to the beekeeper to the costs of doing business (itemised 
down to things like labour, varroa treatments, sugar) as well as a 
breakdown in the value of other beekeeping products and services 
(think pollination, queen bees, bulk bees, pollen).

Call Logan Bowyer 027 667 7588 
Email Logan logan.bowyer@manukaengineering.com  
www.manukaengineering.com

Every cell 100% pricked
No more costly needle replacing
Sterilization with heat now possible
Time and yield losses eliminated
Every cell now releasing honey

CONVERT TO OUR PROVEN 
STAINLESS STEEL NEEDLES

WANT YOUR EXISTING 
PRICKER TO BE BETTER?
Save time and money  
and get more honey.

ORDER NOW

Call Logan or  
Tania Bowyer  

 Phone: 027 6677 588 
or email: thehive@manukaorchard.com

• Growth storage
• Chilled storage
• Ambient storage
• Honey sampling 
• Honey moisture reduction
• Fermented pressure release
• Extraction
• Batch Blending to 20Ton 

TALK TO US ABOUT BULK 
HONEY STORAGE & SERVICES:

www.manukaorchard.com

WE CAN HELP! WE CAN HELP!

NEED MORE FROM  
YOUR HONEY?
Battling high moisture  
or fermented drums?
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Patrick Dawkins
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While much of the data must be taken with a grain of salt 
(I know my own cherry pollination fees fall well below MPI’s 
supposed low point for the industry), it is a useful snapshot, if for 
no other reason than to assess industry trends.

On that note, the biggest takeaway is the continual reduction in 
registered beehives (now down to 730,806 from a high of 918,026 
in 2019). While those numbers will be of no surprise to anyone (not 
least of all our readers as I think we have painted an accurate 
picture of the honey industry’s struggles), digging a little deeper 
into them paints a fuller picture…

Since the mānuka boom years, the North Island has always had 
more than three times the number of registered colonies as the 
South, but it is there that the industry appears to now be feeling 
the most pain as registrations drop away at a much faster rate. 
The decline in 75,406 colonies in the past year in the North (609K 
to 533K) represents a 12.37% decrease. Compare that to the South 
Island where the drop from 202.5K to 197K means 5456 less hives, 
or just a 2.69% decrease.

The sharper drop in the North (nearly five times the rate of the 
South) is undoubtably largely due to the pinch in the mānuka 
honey market, especially when compared to the longer-term 
trend of hive reductions since the highwater mark of 2019. The 
South Island’s biggest reductions came immediately following the 
realignment of the mānuka honey export standards which played 
havoc with the domestic non-mānuka/low-grade mānuka market 
in 2018/19. Meaning, the 5456 hive reduction this period – while 

still falling – is a slowdown from drops in hives of 6569 and 15,370 
in the two years prior to that.

Overall, since the highs of 2019, the North has seen a 23% 
decrease in registered hives (from 693,552 to the 533,727 of this 
year) nearly twice the percentage drop of the South’s 12% (224,474 
to 197,079).

Having a look at the percentage changes to the registered 
beekeeping “enterprises” (think businesses) since 2019, there is a 
dramatic drop off in commercial operators. While the very top end 
of 3000+ hive holders has only gone from 49 to 43 (12% change) 
the most dramatic fall has been from 1001-3000 hive owners, 
and 501-1000 hives where 28% and 31% reductions respectively 
have been seen. For smaller commercial operators with (for the 
purpose of this example) six to 500 hives, the reduction has been 
less dramatic at 16%. While some people will have left the industry 
completely, it’s likely that many are just reducing their number 
of total hive holdings and thus the medium sized commercial 
operators are becoming smaller commercials. 

That’s just my look into a couple of areas of the data, and I 
would recommend a cursory glance at least at the info as a way 
of seeing how your beekeeping compares. Anecdotally, what I’m 
hearing is even more beekeepers selling hives and leaving the 
industry at present. So, I expect, this time next year both the  
total registered hives and enterprises to have dropped  
significantly again.

MPI’s apiculture monitoring data is available here. 

EDITORIAL
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