Challenging misconceptions: Global managed honeybee population increasing, not
decreasing, finds Nature study, but not keeping up with population growth

We conducted a retrospective study to examine the long-term trends for the global honey bee population
and its two main products: honey and beeswax. Our analysis was based on the data collected by the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations from 1961 to 2017. During this period, there were
increases in the number of managed honey bee colonies (85.0%), honey production (181.0%) and
beeswax production (116.0%). The amount of honey produced per colony increased by 45.0%, signifying
improvements in the efficiency for producing honey.

Concurrently, the human population grew by 144.0%. Whilst the absolute number of managed colonies
increased globally, the number per capita declined by 19.9% from 13.6 colonies per 1000 population in
1961 to 10.9 colonies per 1000 population in 2017. Beeswax had a similar trend as the global production
per capita reduced by 8.5% from 8.2 to 7.5 kg per 1000 population. In contrast, the global honey
production per capita increased by 42.9% at the global level. The global human population growth
outpaced that of managed honey bee colonies. Continuation of this trend raises the possibility of having a
shortfall of pollinators to meet the increasing consumer demand for pollinated crops. To mitigate these
challenges locally driven solutions will be key as influencing factors differed geographically.

Headlines of honey bee colony losses have given an impression of large-scale global decline of the bee
population that endangers beekeeping and that the world is on the verge of mass starvation. However, the
stories are usually based on research reports limited to one or few countries with observations over a
relatively short period of time. A large proportion of cited scientific literature on honey bee mortality
originates from Europe and North America, creating some sort of publication bias. Further, the research
reports are focused on managed honey bees, Apis mellifera in particular, with little or no information on
non-managed bees. Hence, extrapolation of findings from these reports to the global bee population is
somewhat inaccurate. Nevertheless, colony losses have been severe during winter in parts of Europe and
North America.
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At the global level, all the study variables increased between 1961 and 2017. The number of managed
honey bee colonies nearly doubled, honey production almost tripled and beeswax production more than
doubled. Concurrently, the 2017 human population was more than twice what it was in 1961. The yield of
honey per colony increased by about half over the same period.

In conclusion, evidence suggests that the number of managed honey bee colonies as well as the
production of honey and beeswax globally have increased since the early 1960s. However, the number of
colonies and beeswax production per capita declined. This means a larger human population is now



reliant on the same the number of honey bee colonies for their services than before. It is likely the
dependence will only exacerbate as the level of affluence increases worldwide.
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Regional changes, in percentage, of beekeeping variables and human population between 1961 and
2017.

This is an excerpt. Read the original post here
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