
 ECTD_177 

TITLE: Beelines for Development.  

SOURCE: International Agricultural Development. 

 3(3): 9-11   

DATE: 1983 

  



Beekeeping requires little financial input, time or land. It provides 
extra, non-perishable food and a cash income. Eva Crane 

examines the possibilities. 

BEELINES 
FOR DEVELOPMENT 

until the mid-1950s. Other developing 
countries that are known to have exported 
honey in recent years include Belize, Kenya, 
Jamaica, Niue, Tanzania, Tonga, Uganda. 

The prominent position of subtropical 
countries is clear from the figures quoted. 
Countries of the full tropics are mostly in 
an early stage of exploiting their full 
capability, and could probably increase 
their honey production to 20 or 50 times its 
present level, or even more. 

Honey exports earn hard currency. In 
general they can be achieved only where 
honey can be produced more cheaply than 
in importing countries. Low production 
costs are linked with a high honey yield per 
hive. In Germany and the UK-yield per hive 
is 10-25 kg but it is a hundred kg or more in 
exporting countries. Factors such as labour 

costs and transport are also involved. 
Exporting honey involves organization 

by or of the beekeepers concerned, and the 
use of management methods which yield 
honey that meets the stringent requirements 
of importing countries. But in many coun­
tries of the full tropics and subtropics, ex­
porting honey should only be the final step 
in beekeeping development. Especially in 
the poorer countries, beekeeping has other 
important functions which are more easily 
attainable. It provides: 
• extra (non-perishable) food for the pea­

sant farmer and his family, and an extra 
sweetener for their staple diet; 

• surplus crops—honey and J&eeswax 
—from which the farmep-eaii obtain a 
cash income; -ZI3> 

Continued on page 10 

Four characteristics of developing 
countries make them suitable for 
apiculture. First, almost all lie in the 

tropics and subtropics, where the climate is 
warm enough for bees to forage all the year 
round, and a dearth period due to drought 
or heavy rainfall is shorter than the winter 
dearth period at higher latitudes. Secondly, 
many tropical areas—even dry ones 
—produce a wealth of flowering plants that 
yield nectar from which bees can produce 
honey but which may otherwise be wasted. 
Thirdly, the honeybees evolved in the 
tropics (although some are able to live suc­
cessfully in temperate zones and can survive 
quite severe winters). 

Finally, the whole region—about half the 
world's land area—is one where beekeeping 
can be expanded, and in some areas quite 
dramatically, whereas this is no longer true 
of most of the temperate regions. At least 
145 developing countries are currently in­
terested in extending and improving their 
beekeeping. 

Sub-tropics profit 
Large-scale beekeeping tends to be most 

profitable in the subtropics. Modern 
methods of hive management were 
developed in the temperate regions, 
especially in USA and Canada, and in 
general they can be adapted to the sub­
tropics and often give better yields there, 
because of the long season. These methods 
are not so adaptable to the full tropics, for 
reasons explained below. 

In 1981 the total world honey production 
was 877,000 tonnes, of which 207,000 ton­
nes were exported. The net exporting coun­
tries are listed in table 1 with the number of 
tonnes exported in 1981. The countries are 
grouped according to the zone in which 
they are mainly situated. 

Almost all the exported honey goes to 
temperate-zone countries, four of which ac­
count for 84 per cent of it. 

German Federal Republic 74,723 
Japan 24,468 
USA 35,071 
UK 16,800 

tonnes 151,062 

Figures vary from year to year, but the 
general pattern remains the same. The most 
dramatic change has been the ascendence of 
China, which did not export honey at all Beekeeping in Mexico. Shade is very important in the dry season. 
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Table 1 Number of tonnes of 

Temperate zones 
USSR 
Canada 
Hungary 
Australia 
Bulgaria 
Spain 
New Zealand 
Greece 
Czechoslovakia 

Total exports 

14,096 
8,220 
8,000 
5,079 
3,000 
2,383 
2,000 
1,500 
1,000 

45,278 

Subtropics 
China 
Mexico 
Argentina 
Cuba 
Chile 
Israel 

honey exported in 1981 

54,111 
42,616 
28,729 

1,500 
1,000 

350 

128,306 

Tropics 
Guatemala 
El Salvador 
Dominican 

Republic 
Brazil 
Honduras 
Costa Rica 

3,000 
1,500 

850 
751 
400 
200 

6,701 
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