Within a honey bee colony the combs containing
developing bee larvae are referred to as the brood
nest. The nest is usually compact, with all the brood
combs adjacent to one another and no intervening
combs containing honey or pollen. Normally the
brood nest is near the entrance. Honey is stored
furthest away from the entrance either on both sides
of, or above the brood nest. This arrangement allows
the beekeeper to harvest comb filled exclusively with
honey.

Colony management

The Kenya top-bar hive is typically around 90 cm
long, and has no super. Because the top-bars are
placed together, touching each other, bees cannot —
escape from between combs when the roof is
removed. This construction helps to control the
defensive behaviour of African bees. Nevertheless
some bee colonies sting so much that honey must
be harvested at night.

Honeycombs within the hive are situated according
to the entrance location. When the entrance is
positioned in the middle of the long wall, then
honeycombs are located at both sides of the hive.
When the entrance is in the end wall the
honeycombs are located at the other end of the hive.
During honey harvest honeycombs are removed,
ideally without disturbing any of the rest of the nest.
Many beekeepers have no honey extractors and
honeycombs are crushed and pressed, or are melted.
As a result, honeycombs removed from the hives
must be replaced by empty top-bars on which worker
bees construct new combs.

Split brood nests

When the nest is arranged as described above it is
easy to remove the honey. Even at night with little
light, combs exclusively containing honey may be
removed relatively easily. However | found quite
different arrangements of bee nests when [ inspected
colonies in all three zones of Ghana: the coastal
savannah near Accra, deciduous forest near Kumasi,
and dry savannah near Tamale. In several colonies |
found the brood nest divided into two with brood
combs at each side of the hive. The central combs
were filled with a little honey, some pollen, and
some empty comb. All the side combs contained
brood in their lower part. Half of the upper part was
thicker and filled with honey. It was impossible to
find combs containing honey exclusively. Therefore
combs containing honey and much brood were
removed. The lower part with brood was cut off and
the rest of the comb with honey was crushed and
pressed or melted. Parts of combs containing brood
were fixed to the top-bars, and returned to the
colonies. The whole procedure was very unpleasant
and uncomfortable.

| therefore started to investigate the problem. In the
beginning | blamed the entrances. Many hives in
Ghana, instead of having one entrance in the middle
of the long wall, had two, often widely separated
from one another. It looked as if separate brood
agglomerations were located near each entrance.
However the two clusters of brood were not exactly
by the entrances, but on both sides of the hive

Further investigations revealed bee colonies which
had brood nests in the rear of the hive when the
entrance was in the front end wall.

Brood on new combs

Thorough examinations of such colonies were
conducted. Detailed records showed that brood in
all unusually arranged nests was in new white, or
light-coloured combs. Very dark combs never
contained brood even when these combs were
placed by the entrance. We rearranged the nests.
Brood on new combs was placed opposite the
entrance, in the middle or front of the hive,
depending upon where the entrance was. Over
several months the brood nest was not split or
moved to the rear of the hive. We concluded that
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queens would not lay eggs into old dark combs in

which many generations of workers had been reared.

Dark combs situated by the entrance were the
original cause of unusual brood nest arrangements.
That conclusion was verified. Dark combs near
entrances were removed and replaced by empty
bars. After workers constructed new combs, the
queens switched to egg laying in these new combs.

In all the rearranged colonies, workers filled the
brood-free, side or rear combs with honey. Now it
was possible to harvest combs exclusively
containing honey.

Recommendations

To make honey harvest easier it is recommended
that you rearrange the nest before the honey flow.
Old dark combs should be removed from places
near the entrance, and put to the side or if the
entrance is at one end of the hive, to the other end.
Brood on light combs should be by the entrance.
Some empty bars can also be placed there. New
combs by the entrance attract the queen to lay there
leaving side or rear combs brood-free. This kind of
nest arrangement assures side or rear combs
exclusively containing honey. An additional
advantage is that old combs containing honey do
not break so easily as new ones.

Entrance position

Remember that the natural tendency of bees is to
keep the brood nest near the entrance, and the
honey above or to the sides of the brood. It is
therefore not recommended to make the entrance at
the top of the hive near the roof. This stimulates
swarming. The entrance should be near the floor of
the hive. It is not recommended to make two
entrances near both sides of the long wall of the
hive (as illustrated in Beekeeping and Development 1991,
No 19, page 4, Figure 1).

Professor Woyke is Head of the Bee Culture Division at the
Agricultural University in Warsaw.
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A top-bar with comb containing a large -
amount of brood (lefty and some stores
(right).

A lop-bar with comb containing ripe
fhoney ready for harvesting

Honeycomb is delicious!
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