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Allergies and Honey - from
our President, Phil Ainslie

  So, you have allergies.  Well, you’re not alone by a long shot.  Allergies trigger your immune system 
with varied symptoms and perhaps the trigger can surprise you.  Some folks are allergic to something 
most would consider unusual, such as: sunlight, or onions.  
  All beekeepers know people that use local honey to treat their allergies.  After all, bees collect pollen, 
pollen gets into the honey, you get exposed to the allergens and your body learns they’re safe ie, you 
develop immunity.   That widespread belief deserved some study.  Well guess what?  They did.
  So, you have to start with volunteers.  Who wouldn’t want to test honey.  Ummmm, good.
Now you need real honey and a placebo.  Yup, they used corn syrup.  Just like the so-called honey 
we often get from China.   Guess what?  Those eating honey reported statistically significant lowered 
symptoms.  Now we’re getting somewhere, if you consider more studies getting somewhere.  
  Next step, a double-blind study.  One where no one knew what they were getting.  That includes the 
folks performing the study.  In an emergency they can find out though.  Now we have 3 groups: pas-
teurized national brand honey, local honey, and corn syrup.  Of the 35 initial volunteers, 13 dropped out 
because the regimen was too sweet for them. Go figure!  The remainder ate one tablespoonful of honey 
every day for 30 weeks and mailed in journals with regular tracking of the perceived allergy symptoms.  
By the end of the study, those who were eating honey were doing no better than those on the placebo 
(corn syrup).  What are some possible reasons: perhaps they needed to consume more honey or it was 
the type of honey.  
  Fast forward to Finland.   Birch allergy is common in Finland.  They gathered Fins allergic to birch 
pollen.  One group ate regular local honey and another group had no honey and the third group ate 
birch pollen enriched honey.  The enriched pollen group had significantly reduced symptoms and more 
symptom free days, even more that those who got regular honey.  
  Unfortunately, there are problems with this study:  the control group were not given a placebo.  So, 
you may have placebo effect on the honey groups. That means they felt better simply because they 
knew they were on honey.  This was a poor study design.  
  All this being said, like all naturopathic remedies, you may genuinely feel better taking honey. These 
studies prove that the results you see are most likely the placebo effect—but the placebo effect can be 
helpful. If you believe the honey helps, then the honey helps. All that matters in the end is that you feel 
better, and if eating a tablespoon of honey is what enables you to spend summer days outside in the 
grass, you should go for it.
   Pollen from weeds, trees, and grasses is the leading cause of seasonal allergies. Wind usually whips 
the yellowy dust from these plants into the air.  Bees tend to pick up pollen from brightly colored flow-
ers. Pollen from these blooms rarely causes allergies.  So you’re wondering about the allergy scourge of 
Texas (cedar), as far as we know bees (native or otherwise) do not make use of the pollen of cedar trees 
or any other conifer.  
   If you have asthma do not use honey for treatment.  See your physician. 
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People’s Choice Beekeeping Books 
According to www.bestreviews.guide (a reviews compilation website) these ten beekeeping books received the best 
approval ratings in 2018.  All are in the WCABA library and are available for check out. 
  
1. Beekeeping for Dummies  by Howland Blackiston 

Beekeeping for Dummies is also the number one 
requested book the WCABA members.  This 
hands-on guide provides all the tools, tips, tricks, 
and techniques needed to become a real backyard 
beekeeper. Like other “Dummies” books, it is easy 
to read and full of essential details. 

2. The Beekeeper’s Handbook  by Diana Sammataro and 
Alphonse Avitabile 

Featuring clear descriptions and authoritative 
content, this handbook provides step-by-step 
directions accompanied by more than 100 
illustrations for setting up an apiary, handling 
bees, and working throughout the season to 
maintain healthy bees and a generous supply of 
honey. 

3. Beekeeping: Everything You Need to Know to Start 
your First Beehive  by Joachim Petterson 

Beekeeping might seem exotic or old-fashioned, 
but around the world it is becoming increasingly 
more common to find a hive or two in urban 
spaces and suburban backyards. Some modern 
beekeepers are inspired by the desire to help the 
honey bee community, others simply enjoy fresh 
honey from the most local of sources. 

4. Top-Bar Beekeeping: Organic Practices for Honeybee 
Health  by Les Crowder and Heather Harrell 

More and more organically minded beekeepers 
are using top-bar hives, in which the shape of the 
interior resembles a hollow log. Long lasting and 
completely biodegradable, a top-bar hive made of 
untreated wood allows bees to build comb 
naturally.  This book provides complete 
information on hive management and other 
aspects of using these innovative hives. 

5. Beginning Beekeeping:  Everything You Need to 
Make Your Hive Thrive!  by Tanya Phillips 

A simple, straightforward approach that gives you 
the basics to get started with beekeeping, while 
following a balanced, objective approach that 
weighs the pros and cons of conventional and 
organic methodologies. 

6. Natural Beekeeping: Organic Approaches to Modern 
Apiculture  by Ross Conrad 

Ross Conrad brings together the best "do no 
harm" strategies for keeping honeybees healthy 
and productive with nontoxic methods of 
controlling mites; eliminating American foulbrood 
disease without the use of antibiotics; selective 
breeding for naturally resistant bees; and many 
other detailed management techniques, which are 
covered in a thoughtful, matter-of-fact way. 

7. The Complete Guide to Beekeeping for Fun & 
Profit: Everything You Need to Know Explained 
Simply  by Cindy Belknap 

You will learn everything you need to 
effectively start beekeeping for profit and fun, 
including what materials you need, what kinds 
of bees are best for honey or wax production. 
This book walks all motivated potential 
beekeepers through the process of building 
and operating their beekeeping business from 
the ground up, ensuring it is both a fun hobby 
and a great way to make a little extra money 
on the side. 

8. The Practical Book of Beekeeping: A Complete 
How-To Manual on the Satisfying Art of Keeping 
Bees and Their Day to Day Care  by David Cramp 

The structure and hierarchy of a beehive and 
the behavior of bees is fascinating, and the end 
product, honey, is a fitting reward for a 
beekeeper's care. This is a how-to manual from 
handling bees, to the best garden plants, and 
to the harvesting honey. 

9. The Backyard Beekeeper: An Absolute Beginner's 
Guide to Keeping Bees in Your Yard and Garden  by 
Kim Flottum 

The Backyard Beekeeper makes the time-
honored and complex tradition of beekeeping 
an enjoyable and accessible backyard pastime 
that will appeal to urban and rural beekeepers 
of all skill levels.  With this complete resource 
and the expert advice of Bee Culture editor Kim 
Flottum, your bees will be healthy, happy, and 
more productive. 

10. The Practical Beekeeper Volume I Beginning 
Beekeeping Naturally  by Michael Bush 

This book is about how to keep bees in a 
natural and practical system where they do not 
require treatments for pests and diseases and 
only minimal interventions.  It is not a main-
stream beekeeping book. Many of the 
concepts are contrary to "conventional" 
beekeeping. 

WCABA Library Resources 
Please browse through the list of materials online at: 

https:\\wcaba.librarika.com 
• See something you'd like to reserve?  Use your Librarika 

login or contact me at librarian@wcaba.org for details. 
• Then what?  Pick up your items at the upcoming meeting 
• Return Date? All library items are due back at the 

beginning of the next meeting.  
Barbi Rose  ~  librarian@wcaba.org ~ 512-799-0616 
 



3

Applications for the Ed Wolfe-Robert Bost Memorial Scholarship Needed 
 

   The deadline is fast approaching for submission of applications by those 
interested in the Ed Wolfe-Robert Bost Memorial Scholarship (WCABA Youth 
Scholarship Program). If you know of a school age boy or girl who is interested 
in learning about bees and beekeeping, please encourage him/her to submit an 
application before the February 10th deadline.  This is an essay contest 
administered by the WCABA Scholarship Committee.  Scholarships are 
presented annually to contest winners and are intended to promote and 
encourage area youth to become knowledgeable and interested in honey bees 
and honey production. Interested parties may contact Jimmie Oakley, 
Scholarship Chair at: Jimmie.oakley@gmail.com to get a current application, or 
go online at wcaba.org and check out Opportunities – Scholarship. 
 

 

 

WANTED:  HONEY QUEEN FOR W.C.A.B.A. 

Looking for a Honey Queen! 

We want to hear from young women who will have reached their 17th birthday by January 1 of the 
representation year and have not passed their 23rd birthday by January 1 of the representation year. 
What is expected of the Honey Queen candidate?  She must have the desire to promote the use of 
honey and the importance of the beekeeping industry.  She should be easily able to communicate with 
the public.  She will attend as many local beekeepers’ meetings as possible, she will speak at gatherings 
of groups interested in bees and beekeeping, she will make a schedule with the Queen Committee for 
her appearances and she will keep a scrapbook of her local Honey Queen activities. 

The WCABA will furnish the Queen with a tiara and banner designating the local Honey Queen’s title.  
The WCABA will provide financial support for the Honey Queen’s appearances.   

A parent or parents will act as chaperones for the Honey Queen during her appearances.   

The Honey Queen Committee of 3 will make arrangements for the Coronation of the Honey Queen and 
work with her to plan appearances. 

If you are interested in applying for the 2019 Honey Queen position, please go to our website for 
information.  You will be asked to fill out a form and write a brief essay about why you would like to be 
the WCABA Honey Queen.  You will be contacted by a member of the Honey Queen Committee for an 
interview. 

Thank you, 

Ginny Stubblefield, Chairman, WCABA Honey Queen Committee 
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WCABA Bee and Queen Procurement Program  
 

   Since the announcement of the Club’s Bee and Queen Order Program in the November Newsletter order 
activity has not been as brisk as it has in past years, so I will repeat some of the important information. The 
club had twice as many orders last year (46) as at present (only 23). 
   The Williamson County Area Beekeepers Association will again give 
members the opportunity to purchase bees and queens through the B & Q 
Procurement Program.  The club has offered this service to members for the 
past 18 years. Much has changed in beekeeping in that time including the price 
for bees and queens.  This year we have held the price for 5-frame nucs firm at 
$150.00 and queens (marked & clipped) at $32.00 (subject to possible slight 
change). 
   The 5-frame nucs will come from Merrimack Valley Apiary’s winter location 
on Louisiana and are advertised to consist of a “laying” queen that has already 
been accepted by the hive, 3 inner frames containing brood in all stages, 2 outer 
frames containing honey, pollen and adhering bees, delivered in a sturdy 
wooden nuc box with full entrance and a top feeding port. The queen will be 
an Italian/Carniola Mixed Hybrid (Aurea- Karnica) that should provide a hardy, 
productive colony that winters well.   
   The queen bees will come from B Weaver Apiaries in Navasota, Texas 
and are advertised as bred from a hybrid of bees chosen for their mite 
resistance, high honey production, and healthy population. These queens 
will be marked(green) and clipped for ease of finding and help in swarm 
control. 
   Orders will be taken at the club meetings and by mail through the end of 
February, or as long as supplies last. Each order must be on the official order form (see in this Newsletter), be 
filled out completely, and be accompanied by the appropriate remittance to be accepted. All orders will be 
acknowledged by a confirmation e-mail and added to the Order Matrix by the Program Coordinator.  Because 
of the need to track and match all orders with remittance and delivery of product, there will be no individual 
transfer of ownership of the nucs or queens. Cancelled orders will be handled by the coordinator with refunds 
and resale of the product to members on the wait list.   Please give attention to your bee and queen needs and 
take advantage of this opportunity. 
          Thx. Jimmie Oakley – Bee Procurement Coordinator 
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Membership Application
Williamson County Area Beekeepers Association

               Dues $20.00 per year - Individual
       $25.00 per year - Family Membership

                      New Member / Renewing Member (circle one)               
         Date:___________________
  Name:______________________________________________      
         Amount:______________
 Address:____________________________________________
 City / State / Zip:______________________________________
 Phone: (______ ) _____________________________________
 Email: ______________________________________________           
      Please print, fill out, and bring to club meeting or mail with check to:
 Membership
 Shirley Doggett, 400 County Road 440, Thrall, TX 76578

 
 
 

 

W.C.A.B.A 5-Frame Nuc & Queen Order Form - 2019
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W.C.A.B.A. MEETING MINUTES – November 27, 2018 

 
 

1.  Opening the Meeting:  Jim Colbert, President, opened the meeting. 
 

2.  Announcements:  
 

• Our President read the list of the nominees for officers for 2019.   
 

President – Phil Ainslee 
Vice President – Shannon Montez 
Secretary – Jill Mattison 
Treasurer – Barbi Benjamin 
Historian – Matt Ludlum 
At-Large Members will be selected by the new Board 
 

The nominees for office were voted on by the membership and approved unanimously.  We 
look forward to working with these fine Board members in 2019. 

 
• Our club will be looking for a new Honey Queen.  There will be more details on this in 

January.  Alaine Heivilin spoke for her daughter, Jordan, expressing how appreciative Jordan 
is for being selected our 2018 WCABA Honey Queen.  We will miss Jordan. 
 

• The membership was advised the Board recommends an increase of the annual membership 
fee from $15 per year to $20 per year.  It will take effect January 1, 2019. 

 
• Jim Colbert reminded everyone they can now pay their dues for 2019 before December 31, 

2018 and get the $15 fee. 
  

 
3. Program:  Jimmie Oakley introduced the 2018 recipients of the Ed Wolfe – Robert Bost 

Scholarship Awards.  Each recipient gave a brief presentation of their year as a beekeeper. 
 

Carter Fojtik presented “The Story of my First Year” 
Alessandro Talentino’s presentation was, “2 Bees Beekeeping” 
Levi Hoskins spoke about his “2018 Beekeeping Scholarship” 
Sebastian Urban spoke about being a WCABA Ambassador and his 2018 Scholarship 
Ryan Doleva entitled his presentation, “Bee Scholarship 2018” 
Michael Wheeler, also a WCABA Ambassador, spoke about “Learning to Keep Bees Like a 
Professional” 
 

4. Jimmie Oakley explained our Scholarship Training will now be a 49-week program, giving the 
recipients more time to learn how to increase hive population and produce more honey. 

 
5.  Attendance:   63 present 

 
6. Shannon Montez closed the meeting. 

 
 
Our next meeting will be Tuesday, January 22, 2019. 
 
Ginny Stubblefield 
Secretary, WCABA 
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     Deep in the hive, a quiver can be felt, akin to a frozen stream about to melt.  The bee’s world will soon become 
busy preparing for the new season.  January will allow the bees to harvest pollen from dandelion, elm and maple.  
By the end of the month, we should see a strong elm bloom across East Texas. However, continue to feed pollen 
substitute as long as the bees will take it.  Open feeding can stimulate the queen to lay more eggs.  Your goal is to 
have the hive “built up” before the nectar flow begins. 
     Soon you will be able to look inside to see how the hive made it through the winter.  As the days begin to get a 
few minutes longer, the queen will begin to search for clean cells to deposit eggs for a new build-up of brood.  It 
will probably be a pattern about the size of a silver dollar.  She keeps the early pattern small so the eggs and soon-
to-be brood can be covered by the hive bees, maintaining the warmth needed for the brood to hatch.   
     Hive inspection may be done on days 60 degrees or warmer, preferably while the sun is shining and there is 
little to no wind.  Decide what you want to inspect for before opening the hive.  Do the inspection quickly and get 
out of the hive. 
     You will know the hive is queenright if you see a small patch of eggs or capped brood.  However, be aware some 
species of bees other than Italians may not have begun to lay in January.  
     Throughout the winter, the queen has been attended by the hive bees but has only received enough food to 
maintain her health.  She has not developed very many eggs, therefore she is in very good shape to fly.  Be 
cautious during any early inspections as she may fly away, never to be seen again! 
     If the temperature allows, you can do an early mite check.  If you find an unhealthy mite count and need to 
treat, be sure to select a miticide designed for use during this time of the year.  Most treatments will also have to 
be removed before the spring flow begins.  
     The next few weeks is your last chance to clean and repair equipment before the Spring Flow.  Make sure all of 
the equipment you need is available and ready to use before the end of February.   
     If your plans include ordering packages, nucs or queens, hopefully you have already placed those orders, If not, 
do so immediately.  
     If you still use wired wax foundation, you may have old frames that need to be cleaned prior to another season 
of use.   Scrape off as much of the old wax and comb as possible.  Then carefully use a propane torch to soften the 
remaining residue to finish cleaning the frame.  This work is best done outside with a bucket of water handy in the 
event a waxed frame catches on fire. 
     Do not apply heat to plastic foundation as it will probably cause it to warp.  I have been able to clean the old 
wax off plastic foundation by placing the frame to be cleaned on a form board to support the plastic foundation 
while scraping with my hive tool.  A fresh coat of wax can be added to the plastic foundation from a crock pot of 
melted wax and a 4-to-6 inch paint roller.  BE CAREFUL!!  Bare skin and hot wax should not come together! 
     If you are not familiar with a form board, it is a board with groves for the top and bottom bars, allowing the 
foundation to rest on the surface of the board.  It was designed to use when building frames with wired wax 
foundation. Form boards can be purchased from most bee suppliers and even from Amazon!  (Amazon link:   
www.amazon.com/Beekeeping-Hive-Foundation-Form-Board/dp/B00IJ1A1GU  )  If you are handy, you can easily 
make one.  Here is a link to DIY instructions:  www.beesource.com/build-it-yourself/foundation-form-board/ 

 

January Column from S.S. Brantley
Marshall Beekeepers Association
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Austin 8th Annual 
Beekeeping 

Seminar 
Register at:  https://aabaseminar2019.eventbrite.com 

 

When: Feb. 2, 2019  9am - 5:30 pm 
Who:     Austin Area Beekeepers Association 
Where:  Austin Marriott North, 2600 La Frontera Blvd., Round Rock, TX 78681 
Cost:   $70 (Regular Registration)  
Why: 
The mission of this daylong seminar is to educate people of all experience levels in sustainable science-based bee husbandry 
and to provide support to worthy bee charities. Most of the proceeds are donated to the Texas A&M Honey Bee Lab, the Texas 
Beekeepers Association Queen’s Program, the Texas Master Beekeeping Program and other bee charities.  
 

Description:  
This is a day-long seminar offering five different educational presentations running concurrently throughout the day. There will 
also be (28) 50-minute classes for intermediate and advanced beekeepers to choose from. 
A SEPARATE BEGINNER TRACK has been formatted covering a variety of startup topics for soon-to-be or very-new 
beekeepers. A beginner beekeeper will learn the fundamentals of honey bee biology and behavior, how to select the equipment 
you will need, where to buy bees, how to set up your apiary, how to light a smoker, feeding, colony inspection, the fundamentals 
of honey extraction, queen finding, requeening and annual management. 

 

Other Sessions will include: 
 Making Creamed Honey 
 Queen Rearing Workshop 
 Annual Management 
 Queen Management 
 Growing Pains: Expanding from a Hobby to Sideline 

Beekeeper 
 Homemade Products from the Hive 
 Bees as an Ag Exemption 
 Marketing and Brand Development 
 Honey Bee Biology and Behavior 
 Top Bar Management Part 1; Top Bar Mgmt. Part 2 
 Swarm capture Technics 
 How to Monitor for Varroa Mites 
 Pest and Diseases of Honey Bees 
 Preparing for a Honey Show 
 Producing Honey-Blake Shook 
 Live Bee Removals from Structures 
 Making Increase w/o Buying Bees 
 The 3 P's in Varroa Management 
 The Top 8 Best Practices in Modern Beekeeping 
 Swarms, swarming and swarm management 
 Honey House Planning and Development 
 Honey Bee Nutrition and Feeding 

Presenters: 
Professor Juliana Rangel Ph.D. - Entomology at Texas A&M 

Mark Hedley - Owner of Spiral Horn Apiary 

Blake Shook - Owner of Desert Creek Honey 

Karl Acuri - Austin Area Beekeepers Assoc. (Co-Organizer) 

Tara Chapman - Owner of Two Hives Honey 

James & Chari Elam - Owners of Bluebonnet Beekeeping Supplies 

Brandon Fehrenkamp - Owner of Austin Bees 

Ryan Giesecke - Trinity Valley Beekeepers President 

Tanya Phillips - Certified Texas Master Beekeeper 

Ashley Ralph - Vice President of the Texas Beekeepers Assoc.  

Chuck Reburn - Certified Texas Master Beekeeper 

Mary Reed - Chief Texas Apiary Inspector 

Dodie Stillman - Certified Texas Master Beekeeper  

John Swan - Owner of Wicked Bee Apiary 

Sue Ann & Scott Untied - Owners TX Rural Property Tax Consult., LLC 

Lance Wilson - Certified Master Craftsman Beekeeper (GMBP) 

Pamela Yeamans - Certified Texas Master Beekeeper  

For additional information email Lance Wilson at lance@beekeepinghelp.com  



9

     Honey bee colonies around the world are at risk from a 
variety of threats, including pesticides, diseases, poor nutrition 
and habitat loss. Recent research suggests that one threat 
stands well above the others: a parasitic mite, Varroa destructor, 
which specializes in attacking honey bees.
     For decades, researchers have assumed that varroa mites 
feed on blood, like many of their mite and tick cousins. But 
new University of Maryland-led research suggests that varroa 
mites instead have a voracious appetite for a honey bee organ 
called the fat body, which serves many of the same vital 
functions carried out by the human liver, while also storing 
food and contributing to bees’ immune systems.
     The research, published in the Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences on January 14, 2019, could transform 
researchers’ understanding of the primary threats to honey bees 
while pointing the way toward more effective mite treatments 
in the future.
     “Bee researchers often refer to three Ps: parasites, pesticides 
and poor nutrition. Many studies have shown that varroa is the 
biggest issue. But when compromised by varroa, colonies are 
also more susceptible to the other two,” said UMD alumnus 
Samuel Ramsey (Ph.D. ‘18, entomology), the lead author of 
the paper. “Now that we know that the fat body is varroa’s 
target, this connection is now much more obvious. Losing 
fat body tissue impairs a bee’s ability to detoxify pesticides 
and robs them of vital food stores. The fat body is absolutely 
essential to honey bee survival.”
     In addition to breaking down toxins and storing nutrients, 
honey bee fat bodies produce antioxidants and help to manage 
the immune system. The fatty organs also play an important 
role in the process of metamorphosis, regulating the timing 
and activity of key hormones. Fat bodies also produce the wax 
that covers parts of bees’ exoskeletons, keeping water in and 
diseases out.
     According to Ramsey, the assumption that varroa mites 
consume honey bee blood (more accurately called hemolymph 
in insects) has persisted since the first paper on the topic was 
published in the 1960s. Because this paper was written in 
Russian, Ramsey said, many researchers opted to cite the first 
English-language papers that cited the original study.
     “The initial work was only sufficient to show the total 
volume of a meal consumed by a mite,” Ramsey added. “It can 
be a lot easier to cite a recent summary instead of the original 
work. Had the first paper been read more widely, many folks 
might have questioned these assumptions sooner.”
     Ramsey noted several observations that led him to question 
whether varroa mites were feeding on something other than 

hemolymph. First, insect hemolymph is very low in nutrients. 
To grow and reproduce at the rates they do, varroa mites would 
need to consume far more hemolymph than they would be 
able to acquire from a single bee.
     Second, varroa mites’ excrement is very dry—contrary 
to what one would expect from an entirely liquid blood 
diet. Lastly, varroa mites’ mouthparts appear to be adapted 
for digesting soft tissues with enzymes then consuming 
the resulting mush. By contrast, blood-feeding mites have 
very different mouthparts, specifically adapted for piercing 
membranes and sucking fluid.
     The first and most straightforward experiment Ramsey 
and his collaborators performed was to observe where on the 
bees’ bodies the varroa mites tended to attach themselves for 
feeding. If the mites grabbed on to random locations, Ramsey 
reasoned, that would suggest that they were in fact feeding on 
hemolymph, which is distributed evenly throughout the body. 
On the other hand, if they had a preferred site on the body, 
that could provide an important clue to their preferred meal.
     “When they feed on immature bees, mites will eat 
anywhere. But in adult bees, we found a very strong preference 
for the underside of the bees’ abdomen,” Ramsey said. “More 
than 90 percent of mites we found on adults fed there. As it 
happens, fat body tissue is spread throughout the bodies of 
immature bees. As the bees mature, the tissue migrates to the 
underside of the abdomen. The connection was hard to ignore, 
but we needed more evidence.”
     Ramsey and his team then directly imaged the wound sites 
where varroa mites gnawed on the bees’ abdomens. Using a 
technique called freeze fracturing, the researchers used liquid 
nitrogen to freeze the mites and their bee hosts, essentially 
taking a physical “snapshot” of the mites’ feeding habits in 
action. Using powerful scanning electron microscopes to 
visualize the wound sites, Ramsey saw clear evidence that the 
mites were feeding on fat body tissue.
     “The images gave us an excellent view into the wound sites 
and what the mites’ mouthparts were doing,” Ramsey said. 
“We could see digested pieces of fat body cells. The mites were 
turning the bees into ‘cream of honey bee soup.’ An organism 
the size of a bee’s face is climbing on and eating an organ. It’s 
scary stuff. But we couldn’t yet verify that blood wasn’t also 
being consumed.”
     To further shore up their case, Ramsey and his colleagues 
fed bees with one of two fluorescent dyes: uranine, a water-
soluble dye that glows yellow, and Nile red, a fat-soluble dye 
that glows red. If the mites were consuming hemolymph, 
Ramsey expected to see a bright yellow glow in the mites’ 

Honey bee parasites feed on fatty organs, not blood
January 14, 2019, University of Maryland
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bellies after feeding. If they were feeding on fat bodies, on the 
other hand, Ramsey predicted a telltale red glow.
     “When we saw the first mite’s gut, it was glowing bright red 
like the sun. This was proof positive that the fat body was being 
consumed,” Ramsey said. “We’ve been talking about these 
mites like they’re vampires, but they’re not. They’re more like 
werewolves. We’ve been trying to drive a stake through them, 
but turns out we needed a silver bullet.”
     To drive the proverbial final nail into the coffin of the idea 
that mites feed on hemolymph, Ramsey performed one last 
experiment. First, he painstakingly perfected the ability to raise 
varroa mites on an artificial dietary regimen—hardly an easy 
task for a parasite that prefers meals from a live host. Then, 
he fed them diets composed of hemolymph or fat body tissue, 
with a few mixtures of the two for good measure.
     The results were striking: mites fed a diet of pure 
hemolymph starved, while those fed fat body tissue thrived and 
even produced eggs.
     “These results have the potential to revolutionize our 
understanding of the damage done to bees by mites,” said 
Dennis vanEngelsdorp, a professor of entomology at UMD 
and a co-author of the study, who also served as Ramsey’s 
advisor. “Fat bodies serve so many crucial functions for bees. 
It makes so much more sense now to see how the harm to 
individual bees plays out in the ways that we already know 
varroa does damage to honey bee colonies. Importantly, it 
also opens up so many new opportunities for more effective 
treatments and targeted approaches to control mites.”

Explore further: New insights on how bees battle deadly varroa 
mite by grooming. https://phys.org/news/2016-06-insights-
bees-deadly-varroa-mite.html

More information: Samuel D. Ramsey el al., “Varroa 
destructor feeds primarily on honey bee fat body tissue 
and not hemolymph,” PNAS (2018). www.pnas.org/cgi/
doi/10.1073/pnas.1818371116

Journal reference: Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences
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