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Exciting (and busy) time of the year ... 
We lost one of our four honey bee colonies over the winter and had to merge another 

as the colony was too small and unlikely to survive. But then we inherited an old and 

semi-feral colony from a neighbour, all full of dark 'free comb' and really messy but the 

bees seem healthy enough. 

 

The good news is all three hives have brood on several frames and plenty of pollen 

being brought in. They also still have enough honey reserves to cope if they weather 

keeps them shut in for more days.  What was really striking was the see of yellow 

pollen; almost all the same shade and so I would assume from the goat willows that 

have been flowering all around our field. Such a sunny, happy colour. 

  



 

The male willows are some of the first trees to flower, producing pollen in vast 

quantities and making them a really valuable source of protein to feed to the newly 

growing brood. However, they do not provide much nectar so the wild cherries, closely 

followed by blackthorn and then all the other trees and hedges are the main for this 

time of year.  If you live anywhere near a willow, do not expect any flowers in your 

garden to get much attention at this time unless you have a large patch of something 

like pulmonaria. 

 

Near us, the oilseed rape is now flowering, so most of the honey bees will be heading 

in that direction, but if you are in a more urban area then the hedgerows and early 

flowering shrubs in your garden may get some visits. I have not done any formal study 

of shrubs for bees but we live on a new housing estate and it is interesting to see that 

the shrubs supplied by the landscapers, for the communal areas, do offer some value. 

I have sighted solitary bees foraging on a dwarf mahonia and honey bees on escalonia 

so I will add them to the list of useful shrubs for spring time. 

  

Bumblebee sightings 
At this time of year the huge queen bumblebees are scouting for new homes and you 

will see them gliding over the grass as they inspect every potential hole in the ground. 

The really big ones are likely to be buff-tailed bumblebees and their perfect nest site 

would be a vacated mouse nest; ready-lined with dry grass or moss.  I followed internet 

instructions and made some bumblebees nest-boxes up from old terracotta pots filled 

with dry grass and some tubing as an access route but - of course - they have been 

completely ignored, probably because there is no shortage of natural sites in our field. 

Well, it was fun making them anyway. 

Research 
Some of you will have already seen the full update to our research activity on the 

website but here is a summary.  For the last 3 years we have been systematically 

counting which plants attract the most bees, this report provides an update with the 3rd 

years worth of data.   



 

In 2016 the wet and windy spring weather meant that bees were not observed foraging 

until mid-May (nine weeks later than previously). However, the overall findings are very 

similar to the averages of the previous two years indicating: 

· Repeating the research annually is beginning to provide consistent metrics 

· Both plants and bees are very resilient to adverse weather events 

 

The chart below shows the top 30 best performing plants over 3 years. The 

rating for each plant is calculated as: average bees per square meter of the plant 

x number of weeks that plant flowered.  

  

Planning 2017 research 
We have room for about 70 plants in our research bed and there are always new 

plants to test so over the last month we have been ruthlessly discarding any 



 

plants which dont attract enough bees to 'make the grade' and making room for 

some more. 

 

I have just finished planting Geranium x magnificum, which is a recommendation 

from the Wildlife Gardening Forum, and Geranium Rozanne which, being the 

RHS plant of the century, I thought it should be quantified for bee-attraction. Both 

of these geraniums are sterile and unable to produce viable seed but do both 

seem to still produce nectar so it will be interesting to see how they compare in 

our ranking. 

Thanks	
Rosi	Rollings	

 

 

	
	
	


