


The Burzyan wild-hive honeybee 
A . m . m e l l i f e r a in the South Urals 

When the number of natural tree cavities de-
clined sharply, beekeepers were forced to care-
fully treat the wild-hive bees more carefully... 

The European dark bee Apis mellif-
era mellifera, a unique subspecies 
of honeybee Apis mellifera, is evolu-
t i o n a r y adapted to live in the conti-
nental climate of northern Eurasia 
with long cold winters. Nowadays 
this subspecies survives only in a few 
isolated reservation areas. The 
biggest areas are in Russia: about 
300,000 colonies avoided sponta-
neous hybridisation in the South Ural 
area of Republic of Bashkirostan; 

Fig. 2. a) Burzyan Wild-hive Honey Bees 
A. m. mellifera 

natural and artificial tree cavities. 
The evolution of European dark bees 
was synchronous with the evolution 
of the widely spreading lime tree 
Tilia cordata and therefore the main 
forage crop for these bees is when 
these trees blossom (Fig. 2). 

Fig. 1. a) Apiaries in the Shulgan-Tash State Na-
ture Biosphere Reserve. 

about 200,000 colonies in the Mid-
dle Ural area and about 250,000 
colonies in Volga region of Republic 
of Tatarstan. We also have informa-
tion about large populations of the 

Fig. 1. b) Apiaries in the Shulgan-Tash State 
Nature Biosphere Reserve. 

European dark bee in the Altai region 
of the Republic of Udmurtia. About 
99% of European dark bees in the 
South Urals are kept in framed hives 
in apiaries (Fig. 1), and about 196 in 

Fig. 2. b) Burzyan Wild-hive Honey Bees natural 
environment. 

Scientists of the Biochemical Insects 
Adaptation Laboratory in the Ufa Sci-
entific Centre of the Russian Acad-
emy of Science have been moni-
toring the gene pool of the Burzyan 
honeybees for the last 20 years 
using the polymorphism of loci COI-
COII of mtDNA and microsatellite loci 
ap243 and 4a l 1 0 of nuclear DNA. 
This extensive research confirmed 
the pureness of the gene pool and 
that this gene pool is of the sub-
species A. m. mellifera. 

In 2011, at the request of the Insti-
tute of Beekeeping and the Shulgan-
Tash State Reserve, bees from this 
population were classified as a sepa-

Fig. 3. a) Natural tree-cavity 

rate breed: the "Burzyan wild-hive 
bee". This breed was registered 
under patent No.5956 in 14.06.2011 
by the State Commission of the Russ-
ian Federation in the state register. 
According to artefacts found at the 
burial site of the Bahmutin culture 
near Birsk, beekeeping in the south-
ern Urals started no later than the 
5th-6th centuries ВС among local 
Finno-Ugric tribes. Later, beekeep-
ing was adopted by ancestors of the 
Bashkirs, who assimilated or drove 
away the Bahmutin people. 

Beekeeping could be practised with-
out iron tools and the skills accumu-
lated were passed on by many 
generations of tree-cavity beekeep-
ers (Fig. 3). 

Fig. 3. b) artificial tree-cavity hives 

Bashkir beekeeping flourished in the 
18th century, it took longer to de-
velop than in Germany, Poland, 
Lithuania, Belarus and central re-
gions of Russia, but they had a more 
perfect, convenient and reliable set 
of tools and accessories. With spe-
cial land tenure rights, the Bashkirs 
could avoid compliance with the re-
quirements of the Forest Service in 
Russia, which in 1 882 had banned 
beekeeping in state forests as a 
source of forest fires. 
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In 1 9th century due to deforestation 
and the destruction of the cultural 
traditions by the migrant population, 
Bashkir beekeepers developed 
"koloda" beekeeping. A "koloda" is a 
man-made cavity within a section of 
tree trunk (Fig. 3b), which could be 
fixed high on a tree. Trees with 
kolodas were considered by Bashkirs 
as personal property and were 
marked with tamga" — a distinctive 
sign of tribal affiliation (Fig. 4). 

Fig. 4. a) Boards with "tamga" signs from a 
local national museum 

Every beekeeper knew his mark and 
did not touch the property of others, 
and these trees with kolodas and 
tamgas were traditionally kept by a 
family for generations. 
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Fig. 4. b) a tree with a "tamga" sign 

In the second half of the 20th cen-
tury Bashkir beekeepers started 
using movable-frame hives, which 
gave rise to modern beekeeping. 

Despite its hard labour and low pro-
ductivity, tree-cavity apiculture in re-
mote areas of the South Urals still 
continues. Inspections of hollow 
tree hive bees require work as high 
as 1 6 metres, and because they are 
located away from populated areas, 

Fig. 5. climbing a tree; 

the beekeeper has to travel on horse-
back a distance of 40-50 km per day 
(Fig. 5). 

The tools used by Bashkir beekeep-
ers are mostly homemade but are 
similar to tools used in other coun-
tries. Tools unique to the Bashkir 
wild-hive beekeepers are the "kiram" 
and the "lange". A "kiram" is a 
braided leather belt up to five metres 
in length for climbing up a tree. A 
"lange" is a small portable platform 
or footrest (Fig. 5c), which is fixed 
on the trunk with a rope. 

Fig. 5. Hard work of tree-cavity beekeepers: 
a) preparing a horse for the trip; 

Fig. 5. working at hive level; 

In previous centuries, when there 
were enough natural cavities in the 
trees with bees, Bashkirs, like bee-
keepers around the world, took all 
the honey from the colony in the au-
tumn, and the bees were left without 
reserves and died. In spring, bee-
keepers would check these tree cavi-
ties, clean them and make them 
ready for a new occupants in the 

form of swarms. This "colony-
killing" system was used until the 
1 9th century and in some areas until 
the 1950's. The advantages of this 
system were that a new comb was 
created every year, the tree cavities 
rotted less and, as a result, bees 
were rarely sick, their body size did 
not decrease, and there was no in-
breeding or degeneration. 

When the number of natural tree 
cavities declined sharply, beekeepers 
were forced to carefully treat the 
wild-hive bees more carefully and for 
the best colonies, to leave a suffi-
cient amount of honey for the win-
ter. As a result, colonies were able 
to live a long time in the same place 
— up to 1 8-25 years! Also, the bee-
keepers had to learn how to replace 
a comb and the life of the cavities 
was reduced. 

Wild-hive bees in the Ural area also 
have many natural enemies that 
weaken the colony and cause their 
death. These are: brown bears Ursus 
arctos, pine martens Martes martes, 
forest mice Apodemus uralensis, 
great spotted woodpeckers Dendro-
copos major, european bee-eaters 
Merops apiaster, greater wax moths 
Calleria mellonella, european hor-
nets Vespa crabro, red wood ants 
Formica rufa, and red wasps 
Dolichovespula rufa. 

They also have not avoided modern 
honey bee diseases and parasites, 
such as varroa mites Varroa destruc-
tor, nosema Nosema apis, chalk-
brood disease Ascosphaerosis, 
American foulbrood Paenibacillus 
larvae, and European foulbrood 
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Melissococcus pluton. These are 
however more severe in modern, 
movable-frame hives than in tree-
cavity hives. The population of tree-
cavity bees has cyclical swings 
dependent on solar activity. 

Fig. 6. a) Beekeeping tools fixed on a saddle. 

Currently, dark European bees exist 
in the southern Urals in the Shulgan-
Tash State Reserve where they live in 
natural and man-made tree cavities. 
The Reserve was established in 1 958 
and it covers an area of about 
54,000 acres. The bees also live in 
the regional Altyn Solok Nature Re-
serve (an area of 222,000 acres, es-
tablished in 1997), and the Bashkiria 
National Park (an area of 203,000 
acres, formed in 1986). 

At the end of 2014, these three na-
tional parks had about 1,200 trees 
with "koloda" handmade tree-cavity 
hives, but only 300 of them had 
bees. About 4,000 colonies were 
kept in apiaries with modern mov-
able-frame hives and 200-400' 
colonies lived in natural tree cavities. 
In 201 2, these Reserves were listed 
as especially protected areas, to-
gether with a number of others, and 
acquired the status of a biosphere by 
UNESCO called the "Bashkir Ural" 
complex with a total area of 855 
thousand acres. The regional Altyn 
Solok Reserve is also protected by 
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the Ministry of Environment of the 
Republic of Bashkortostan. Cur-
rently, in order to preserve the 
Burzyan honey bee, it is planned to 
expand the Shulgan-Tash Reserve in 
a north-westerly direction through 
undeveloped territory between the 
rivers Nugush and Uruk. 

The staff from Shulgan-Tash, Altyn 
Solok and the Bashkiria National 
Park, together with local beekeepers, 
are constantly taking measures to in-
crease the bee population and carry 
on selection work to improve the im-
munity, winter hardiness and pro-
ductivity of the Burzyan bees. 

Fig. 6. b) tools in use. 

This policy of state-protected reser-
vations allows us to save a unique 
population of these A. m. mellifera 
bees in Eurasia in the face of new 
threats of spontaneous hybridization 
and habitat destruction. 

R. A. I lyasov, M. N. Kosarov. 
A. Neal, F. G. Yumaguzh in 

Queen Rearing on 
the Isle of Man 

First published in 
Bee Improvement 
No.l 1998 

For many years, beekeepers in the 
Isle of Man have been involved in 
queen rearing programmes and in 
the 1 970s BIBBA staged trials on the 
Calf of Man. In 1 989 the Isle of Man 
Government listened to the concerns 
of the Island's beekeepers regarding 
bee diseases, in particular the 
scourge of beekeepers, varroa, re-
sulting in legislation which prohib-
ited the import of bees into the Isle 
of Man. 

Since that time there have been one 
or two attempts to set up queen 
rearing apiaries and unfortunately 
they have not meet with much suc-
cess, due mainly to the demands on 
the time of those involved. Eventu-
ally the team would dwindle to just 
one and that beekeeper became dis-
consolate and progress came to a 
standstill. 

In 1 997 a number of beekeepers in 
the Western Beekeepers' Association 
decided that the time was opportune 
to start queen rearing in earnest and 
we were provided with funds by the 
Association to purchase extra equip-
ment to carry out the programme. 
From the outset, it was agreed that 
the members of the Association 
would be entitled to a specifically 
reared and mated queen for each of 
their colonies. Breeding queens had 
already been identified during the 
previous season. 

What was believed to be an isolated 
mating apiary was located in a hilly 
area approximately 800' to 1000' 
above sea level, the contours on the 
map are so close together that it is 
difficult read the numbers. The site 
contained two triple chambered na-
tional hives for rearing the queen 
cells and a number of mating hives 
comprising some 14 full-sized nucs 


