
Start buzzing the news!  Mark August 15 on your calendar.  It is National Honey Bee Day when 

enthusiasts from across the United States celebrate honey bees to recognize their contribution to 

humans’ everyday lives and to dedicate themselves to protect this critical species.   

Every year, the third Saturday of August is designated as the official end of the honey gathering season.  

The USDA has officially reserved this day to honor the remarkable insect that is responsible for 

pollinating the foods that comprise 1 in every 3 bites we consume in this country.   

It is not just in modern times that we find the honey bee and its honey so extraordinary.  

Representations of bees appeared in cave drawings by our ancient ancestors.   Bees were revered in 

Egyptian mythology.   Roman and Greek gods subsisted on honey and a whole chapter on honey appears 

in the Quran.  The oppressed Jews of the Bible yearned for the promised land of “milk and honey . . . The 

most beautiful of all lands.”   There are hundreds more examples honoring the amazing bee even to the 

present day.   

Beeginings 

The bee is believed to have originated from the wasp, a carnivore.  About 125 millennia ago, a hungry 

wasp accidentally took a sip of nectar from a colorful flower and decided it was a much easier way to 

find nourishment than it was to forage for prey.  From that chance encounter the bee evolved. 

A bee is a pollinator.  Wind, water, bats, butterflies and other animals can also be pollinators.    A 

pollinator carries pollen by moving it from the male part of the flower to the female part.  This allows 

the plant to become fertilized so it can produce fruits, seeds and young plants.  While there may be 

many ways for plants to reproduce, the honey bee is the most famous of all pollinators.   

Of the thousands of bee species, most only collect only pollen, but seven species collect pollen and 

nectar and thus produce honey.   Of this group, the honey bee is the most prolific honey producer.    



The honey bee is a native of Europe and was imported into this country by colonists over 400 years ago.  

There was already a thriving population of native bees pollinating flora and fauna.  The honey bee was 

considered an invader and the different kinds of bees did not always exist peacefully as they conflicted 

over their various territories.  Some of the conflicts over foraging continue today.   

What made the honey bee unique was its mild temperament that made it extremely manageable.  It 

eventually made its way throughout the country.  The reason for its proliferation and fame was its ease 

of “domestication.”  Humans can control the location of colonies and make them useful to pollinate 

crops they select.   

Honey Bee Colony 

Bees are very social and their hives can house up to 80,000 bees.  The Queen Bee, the fertilized female, 

is the leader.  Her job is to reproduce and create new honeybees.  There are approximately 1000 

unfertilized drones in a hive whose only job is to mate with a queen bee.  The rest are fertilized female 

worker bees, who as the term implies, are responsible for maintaining the hive.   

Sex Life of the Honey Bees 

Virgin queens do not mate with drones from their own colony.  When the time comes, the Queen 

wanders from her colony on a mating flight to a drone congregation area.   Polyandrous, she may mate 

multiple times, even up to 50 times, before returning to her own colony.  Once a drone has mated with 

the Queen he is totally expendable and dies.  Even more indicative of his lowly status.  when the 

weather cools, the remaining drones are expelled from the hive so the stored nourishment is not 

squandered on them. 

 

 



Life in the Colony 

Before the Queen returns to the hive from mating, the worker bees are busy producing honeycomb cells 

from wax generated by their glands.  The queen can lay up to 1000 eggs in one day, one in each cell. The 

queen chooses which eggs will be fertilized.  Drones develop from the unfertilized eggs; worker bees 

from fertilized eggs, one of which will be the next Queen.   

The worker bees are responsible for the care of the larvae.  They generate royal jelly which the workers  

initially feed to them, later switching to honey and pollen.  One exception is the larva that will develop 

into the Queen Bee that feeds exclusively on royal jelly.   

But the job of the worker bees does not end there.  They clean the hive, maintain comb cells, receive 

and process nectar from the forager bees, make honey, guard the hive, act as water carriers bringing 

water to every bee in the hive, keep the hive warm in the winter and cool in the summer.  And finally, as 

caretakers, remove dead bees from the hive.   

The work for the industrious worker bees is endless, however.  Once their usefulness in the hive ends, 

they leave and typically spend the remainder of their lives as foragers. The honey bees work so hard 

they do not sleep and need a great deal of energy to get the job done.  They live only a matter of weeks 

during peak season, effectively working themselves to death during that time. 

Making Honey 

When a bee leaves the hive, she does a little dance, a “waggle”, to get coordinates to forage for food, to 

alert other bees of a food sources and to be able to return to the hive.  

She is looking primarily for nectar, a sugary fluid secreted by flowers to encourage pollination by insects.   

Her body design has two features that make her an ideal nectar forager.  She has two stomachs, one to 



digest the nectar to provide for her energy needs and the other, the honey stomach, acts as a carrying 

“purse.” 

Additionally, tiny hairs on her body pick up pollen from one flower which she sheds when she flits to 

another flower to pollinate it.   

The diverse combination of nectar and pollen allows honey bees to obtain all their nutritional 

requirements.  Pollen is a source of protein for the bees which is needed to maintain their energy levels, 

especially in the cooler months when foraging is not a viable option for them.    

The honey bee can venture up to five to six miles from the hive.   She waggles back to the hive and   

upon returning a younger honey bee retrieves the contents from the honey stomach 

The nectar is processed into honey and spread throughout the combs.  It is capped with wax to fulfill the 

energy needs of the hive.  The European honey bee produces such an abundance of honey that there is 

plenty left over for beekeepers to siphon off for human use. 

Products of the Amazing Honey Bee 

The most precious product, of course, is honey.  It is the only food produced by an insect for human 

consumption.   Because of its high sugar content, it will never go bad if it is kept away from air and 

water.  Look for the label “raw organic unfiltered honey” that indicates it contains pollen.   This differs 

from the plain off-the-shelf honey where the pollen is filtered off. 

Humans find a myriad of uses for the wax the busy workers secrete to fashion the comb.  It is used to 

make candles, for waterproofing, soap, cosmetics, pharmaceuticals, art, furniture, polish, etc. 

Propolis is a resinous mixture bee collect from tree buds and sap flows.  It is used to seal open spaces in 

the hive.  It is used in wood finishes and gives the Stradivarius violin its unique red color. 



 

Danger to the Honey Bee 

Worldwide there is an alarming decline in the pollinator population threatening our food supply.  There 

are many threats to the bee populations with excessive use of pesticides and loss of habitat due to an 

ever-expanding conversion of landscapes to human use among the biggest culprits.  Governmental 

agencies, scientists, researchers, commercial food growers, industrial concerns, advocacy groups and 

citizens are contributing to protect and restore the bees.  Here are a few of the threats. 

1. Lack of diversification occurs when only one crop is grown on a piece of land.  Once the one crop 

is spent, the bees have no nutrition from the land until the next crop is planted. 

2. Climate change has caused mass movements of temperature, causing flowering plants to grow 

further north and leave behind their pollinators. 

3. Pesticides interfere with bee communication.  The chemicals in pesticides have been shown to 

alter their foraging behavior, their communication and their larval development.  If the bees’ 

diet is limited to one crop, the immune system of the malnourished bees is compromised and 

they are more susceptible to chemical pesticides and pathogens. 

4. Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD) is a phenomenon that has occurred since at least the late 19th 

century and is most recently a cause of several die-offs over the past century.  CCD occurs when 

most of the worker bees disappear.  That leaves the Queen Bee with plenty of food for the 

unhatched bees, but only a few bees to take care of them.  Since the hives cannot sustain 

themselves without worker bees, the entire colony dies.  CCD occurs primarily in places where 

the bee was imported by humans. 



5. Small destructor mites can destroy an entire colony.  Introduced in Florida in the mid 1980’s, 

they have spread northward to almost every state by 2017.  The National Academy of Sciences 

says the mite is the greatest single driver of the honey bee decline. 

Save the Honey Bee 

Your efforts, however small, may have a beneficial impact on the bee population.  You can do your part 

by adding to the shrinking inventory of flower rich habitat in your area.  According to bee advocacy 

group, HoneyLove, the urban garden may be the best hope for the honey bee because of the abundance 

of pesticide-free areas.  Here are some things you can do to encourage the return of honey bees.   

• Rethink your front lawn.  Replace part or all of your lawn grass with bee-friendly flowering 

plants.  Even if you do not have a lawn, a small patch of land, pots on your patio or a roof top 

garden, or even window boxes, filled with flowering plants will entice bees to forage for nectar.   

• Work with your nursery professional to select bee friendly plants.   

• Plan for blooms year-round.  Plant at least three different types of flowers to ensure blooms 

through as many seasons as possible.  This will provide bees and other pollinators with a 

constant source of food. 

• Avoid using herbicides and pesticides.  They can be toxic to bees and humans alike.  Look for 

alternative ways to deal with pest and disease issues.  Ladybugs, spiders and praying mantises 

will naturally keep pest populations in check.   

• Bees need a place to get fresh, clean water.  Maintain a shallow container of water with pebbles 

for the bees to land on while drinking.  Let them know they can return to the same spot every 

day in your garden.   

 

 



Friendly Honey Bee 

Many people fear that if they get too close to a bee it invites a bee sting.   People with allergies 

have reason to be careful and need to take precautions.   

 Honey bees do have stingers but because of their mild temperament they are not anxious to 

use them.   They wish no harm, especially since removing the stinger will eviscerate and kill 

them.      However, if they sense you are a danger to their hive they will sting.  The best thing to 

do is remain calm and move slowly.  Swatting will only stress them and make them more likely 

to sting. 

 

Celebrate!  Celebrate!   Celebrate! 

National Honey Bee Day will be here soon.   Let us honor this extraordinary creature for all it does to 

pollinate the fruits, vegetables we depend on for a third of our food source.   And we can be especially 

grateful for the golden honey that sweetens our lives.   

Celebrate by spending the day at a Farmer’s Market and revel in the bounty produced with the honey 

bees’ help that fills the stands.   Enjoy the riot of colors of peaches, apricots, grapes, cherries.  Inhale the 

scent of the oranges, lemons and limes.  Devour the sweet beautiful berries.   Let your imagination run 

rampant thinking of the delicious meals you will make from the nuts, beans and vegetables and the 

herbs and spices to flavor them.  And, of course, support the beekeepers by stopping at their stands to 

learn about the different flavors of unfiltered raw honey that are available to you, the end product of a 

job well done by our friend, the Honey Bee 

 

 



 

More Information about Saving the Honey Bee 

There are many organizations devoted to research and programs for protecting honey bees and 
promoting honey bee products.  Here are a few of them: 
 

• The Honeybee Conservancy, (thehoneybeeconservancy.org) is a non-profit that places bees in 
community gardens to make healthy local food available 
 

• HoneyLove (honeylove.org) based in Los Angeles, advocates urban beekeeping 
 

 

• National Honey Board (honey.com/recipes) Check out the recipe for Honey Raspberry Sweet 
Tea on the website 
 

• American Beekeeping Federation (abfnet.org) educates the public about buying honey 
produced in the United States. 
 

 
 

 

 


