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Swarm Team 2017 AGM Report 

 
Introduction. 
 

Following resignations listed in the 2016 reports, the post of Swarm Co-ordinator 
has remained vacant throughout 2017.  This report is therefore less detailed 
than might otherwise have been possible. 
 
Vacancies. 
 

As well as Swarm Co-ordinator, Collectors for each of the Banstead, Dorking, and 
Westcott areas, have remained unassigned. So I repeat the plea with which I 
ended last year’s report for more volunteers for this important work. To quote 
the last sentence of that report, “From my own experience I can vouch that this 
work is enjoyable and brings many benefits - to the public for relief from swarms 
and nests in unwanted places; to members for receipt of swarms and increased 
honey production; to the environment from extra pollination through increased 
management of honeybees; and finally to RBKA for strengthening both our 
apiaries and our reputation, and for increasing funds from donations (again see 
Treasurer’s Report)”.                             
 
Catching swarms. 
   

Our swarm catching policy and practice remains unchanged, as ff:- “We try to 
catch swarms, and over the past few years have frequently done so, often in 
response to calls from Councils, Police, or Fire Stations, or from the public direct, 
frequently thanks to our excellent and popular website. To this end, we have an 
advertised list of members willing to try to catch swarms in different parts of our 
wide catchment area. We do this as unpaid volunteers, in order to help 
beekeeping and the environment. Of course, we cannot guarantee success in 
catching a swarm, since sometimes the swarm absconds before we can reach it, 
or sometimes even after we have caught it. Or sometimes the cluster point may 
be too high for us to reach safely.  However, in most cases, where we can reach 
a swarm soon after it has settled, we manage to catch and then remove it 
successfully - often to the interest and gratitude of onlookers!” And as before, 
we made no charges for our swarm collection service, but donations to our 
Association were always welcome – and have usefully boosted our finances (see 
Treasurer’s Report). 
 
This year’s basic swarm characteristics. 
 

Again, we have received many “swarm” calls. Predictably, not all of these related 
to true honeybee swarms – see below – but of those which did, we caught most 
– of which perhaps the most spectacular was that caught by Gerry James from a 
tug towing an aircraft due to take off at Gatwick Airport!  Many of these were 
hived by members, including some retrieving their own bees. As usual, we tried 
to give priority to beginners or novices, or members known to be short of bees. 
RBKA apiaries at Henfold Lane, Vigo Farm, & Mickleham also received swarms. 
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The swarming pattern of the year of course was largely influenced by the 
weather. Rather like last year, this started with a mild winter, followed first by a 
disappointing cool and windy spring and then by an equally poor summer, with 
warmth generally delayed until July and August.  The greatest warmth really 
came too late, in autumn (September & October), when many colonies 
expanded, although by then for the most part past the swarming urge.  In 
consequence, many colonies built up late, with mating and re-queening delayed. 
Overall, this meant that swarms were generally fewer than usual, coming mainly 
in two bursts, in May and June. Another feature of this year’s insect behaviour 
was the abundance of bumblebees and solitary bees, contrasted with a 
noticeable decline in wasp colonies. This last point was all the more striking after 
the large number of queen wasps observed, often caught in bait traps, earlier in 
the spring.   
 
Comparison with previous years.  
 

Without any detailed statistics, we believe that ultimately this year’s overall 
totals for calls, swarms, and captures, may have been fewer than previous 
annual averages. Although there does seem to have been some significant 
regional variability. Of these totals, we estimate that about a quarter did not 
relate to actual honeybee swarms, but were either other bumblebees or solitary 
bees, with not so many wasps (see above) and not so far, thank goodness, the 
Asian Hornet, or they were for non-swarming honeybees e.g., already nesting, or 
in some other state such as a feeding frenzy or mating flight. This gradual 
reduction in non-honeybee calls may in part also be due to greater public 
awareness that as honey beekeepers we are unable to deal with non-honeybee 
calls.  This last point may also account for the reduced number of calls about 
tree bumblebees in particular, thanks to good advice on our website.  We were 
also helped here by the wide availability of excellent website information for 
insect identification, which often avoided the need for unnecessary call outs. 
 
Our Swarm Collection Team. 
 

Alphabetically by area, our Team this year has been: - Abinger Paul Cleaver;  
Banstead vacant; Bookham Chris Peers;  Buckland Geoff Blay;  Dorking 
vacant;  Fetcham Richard Bradfield;  Horley Gerry James;  Leatherhead 
Graham Fyson;  Newdigate Mike Lowe; Redhill Vince Gallo;  Reigate 
Richard Woodhouse; Westcott vacant.   
Thanks to all for their hard work in another busy year (and in my own case, 
particularly to Geoff and Vince).  Thanks also to the many other RBKA members 
who supported them – too many to list here.  Without such a team effort by all 
these persons, our total swarm catches would have been much fewer.    
 
 
Richard Woodhouse  
Nov 2017.               


