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SECTION 4  - TOP-BA R HIVE S 
The top-ba r hiv e i s a relatively chea p an d 
simple hiv e tha t allow s beekeeper s i n th e 
tropics t o manag e thei r bee s i n a mor e 
efficient wa y than wi th th e traditiona l fixed -
comb hives . As th e nam e suggests , bees buil d 
their com b fro m th e to p ba r no t f ro m th e 
ceiling o f the hiv e as i n traditional fixed-com b 
hives o r withi n woode n rectangle s a s in a 
frame hive . 

Top-bar hive s offe r th e following advantages : 

1. Th e onl y exac t dimension s require d i n 
construction ar e thos e o f the to p ba r 
itself. Othe r measurement s ar e no t to o 
critical, so tha t hive s ca n be made wit h 
simple tool s f ro m relativel y chea p loca l 
materials. 

2. Th e siz e o f th e hiv e can vary t o sui t 
local conditions . 

3. Ever y com b i s accessible wi thou t 
removing the others . This one-bar-at-a -
time techniqu e cause s les s disturbanc e 
to th e colon y an d greatly reduce s th e 
number o f bee s flying around whe n th e 
hive i s open. 

4. Th e broo d ca n b e inspecte d easily , 
which give s the beekeepe r rea l contro l 
over th e managemen t o f the hive . 

5. Th e beekeepe r ca n judge the exac t t im e 
when comb s ar e read y fo r honey -
harvesting without disturbin g the brood . 
The hone y i s also of highe r qualit y as 
the comb s ca n be selected t o b e free o f 
pollen an d brood . 

6. Th e top-ba r hiv e make s i t possibl e t o 
gather goo d qualit y beeswa x fo r whic h 
there i s always a  ready market . 

7. N o liftin g i s required othe r tha n th e 
combs. The top-ba r hiv e can b e 
managed b y those who canno t lif t heav y 
weights. 

8. Al l to p bar s ar e a t the sam e level , which 
can b e chose n t o sui t th e individual . 
This an d poin t seve n above mea n tha t 
this for m o f beekeepin g ca n b e carrie d 
out b y the physicall y disable d and no t 
just thos e wh o ar e fit  an d strong. 

9. I f there ar e predators , hive s ca n b e 
suspended b y wires abov e the ground a t 
a heigh t convenien t fo r operation . 

10. Th e bette r managemen t technique s 
promoted b y these hive s hel p protect ; 
preserve an d increas e th e be e 
population. This the n benefit s th e 
economy throug h increase d pollinatio n 
as well a s honey an d wax production . 

How to make top-bar hives 
A hiv e ca n be mad e o f an y wood providin g i t 
is: 

N o t warpe d o r twisted . 

Resistant t o th e rottin g effect s o f su n an d 
rain. 

Very few wood s ar e termite proo f an d s o 
all hive s have  to b e protecte d f ro m 
termite attack . 

The hiv e itsel f consists o f jus t si x part s th e 
dimensions o f which ar e no t ver y critica l an d 
so constructio n doe s no t requir e highl y 
skilled labour . 

In the wild , bee s develo p thei r com b 
downwards i n a gentle curve . Therefore, th e 
sides o f the hiv e nee d t o b e at a n angle 
which approximate s thi s curve . This limit s 
the inclinatio n o f th e bee s t o attac h th e 
comb t o th e sid e walls. 

The to p bar s themselve s d o requir e critica l 
measurements an d uniformity . Her e ther e 
are advantage s t o b e gained f rom machine -
cutting which ca n ensure constanc y an d 
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The hive is made from wood approximatel y 19m m (3/4 
inch) thick. The front wil l require about 1 0 small holes. 

Top bar viewed  from above  32mm x  480  mm 
(1¼ in x 19  inches). The length is  just a  guide 
but it  must  be  32  mm  (VA  inches)  wide. 

Top bar viewed  from below  with groove  cut in 
lower surface. 

Alternative cross-sections:  (a) groove as above 
into which  beeswax  is placed to  encourage  comb 
formation (b)  'V'shape d cross-section  to 
encourage comb formation. 

FIG. 42. Making  a  top-bar hive.  The dimensions are only  given as a rough guide and  can  vary 
according to local  needs.  All surfaces need to be  smooth and  all  joints free  from cracks  and gaps. 

S
E

C
T

IO
N

 4
 



28 Beekeeping as  a  business  —  Richard Jone s 

FIG. 43. A  top bar  taken  from  a  hive with 
straight sides. 

accuracy. However , th e sam e effec t ca n b e 
achieved wit h han d tools a s long as time i s 
taken t o ensur e absolut e accuracy . Th e ba r 
must b e 3 2 m m (1 ¼ inches ) wide . This i s 
important a s the  tropica l hone y be e build s a 
comb whic h ha s a thickness o f 2 5 m m 
(1 inch) . The com b i s attached t o th e centr e 
of th e ba r thu s leavin g a space o f 3. 5 m m 
( inch ) o n eac h side . When tw o 
neighbouring to p bar s develo p comb s th e 
gap i s 7 m m ( ¼inch) (3. 5 m m +  3. 5 mm , 

inch +  inch) . This inne r spac e (be e 
space) i s vital to allo w th e bee s t o wal k 
freely o n th e comb . A hiv e o f thi s kin d need s 
t o hol d betwee n 2 0 and 3 3 to p bars . I t i s 
strongly recommende d tha t th e to p ba r 
should b e 480 m m (1 9 inches ) long , as ther e 
has been a n attempt t o mak e thi s standar d 
and s o enabl e interchang e wit h othe r top -
bar hives . 

It i s very importan t t o creat e a  starter o f 
wax alon g the centr e o f eac h top bar . Thi s 
encourages th e bee s t o buil d thei r com b 
along the bar . I f accurate cuttin g equipmen t 
is available th e bar s ca n b e mad e wit h a 
groove tha t ca n b e filled wi t h wa x strips . 

It i s also ver y importan t tha t ai l the to p bar s 
fit tightl y togethe r -  henc e th e nee d fo r 
extreme accuracy . Tropica l bee s readil y fl y 
off the com b whe n th e hiv e i s opened an d 
may stin g the beekeeper . However , th e meri t 
of havin g tightly fittin g bar s i s that th e onl y 
opening throug h whic h the y ca n come ou t i s 

FIG. 44. A  top  bar  taken  from  a  hive with sloping 
sides. 

that wher e a  single to p ba r an d comb ha s 
been remove d an d thi s gap can b e constantl y 
smoked. 

The hiv e entranc e ca n b e a  slot o r a  set o f 
small hole s 8-1 0 m m (5/16-  inch ) i n 
diameter. Anothe r alternativ e i s a smal l 
triangular shap e wi t h 8-1 0 m m ( 5/16- inch ) 
sides. This i s easier t o cu t an d ca n protec t 
the colon y f ro m attack s b y beetle s an d othe r 
pests. 

Scrap block s o f wood ca n b e use d t o 
reinforce secur e point s o n th e end s o f th e 
hive i f i t i s to b e suspende d abov e th e 
ground. 

Getting started - th e apiary 
In mos t place s i t wil l b e necessar y t o moun t 
or suspen d th e hiv e t o protec t th e bee s 
from pest s and predators . 

FIG. 45. The  hive can be  hung from wires  so 
that animals  cannot  push  it  over  to reach  the 
honey. 
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FIG. 46. An apiary of  top-bar  hives. 
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When constructin g a  hive stand ther e i s a 
need t o remembe r th e heigh t o f th e 
beekeeper. The hiv e shoul d b e a t th e 
optimum workin g leve l for th e individua l tha t 
manages i t bu t i n general a t leas t 450 m m 
(18 inches ) f ro m th e ground . 

If a stand i s used i t need s t o b e o f soli d 
construction an d ever y effor t mad e t o 
prevent ant s usin g the leg s as ladders t o th e 
hive. Various method s ca n be employed suc h 
as standing the leg s i n cups o f old moto r oil , 
putting band s o f grease around th e leg s an d 
spreading ashes around th e stan d t o 
discourage gras s growth . 

None o f thes e ar e totall y satisfactory , 
although th e bes t alternativ e i s to suspen d 
the hive s from soli d pole s -  a t leas t 15 0 m m 
(6 inches ) cross-sectio n -  o r fro m trees . 
Again consideratio n need s to b e given to th e 
working heigh t a s the com b structur e withi n 
is fragile an d can easily brea k i f the hiv e o r 
bars ar e move d roughl y o r excessively . 

Always kee p the apiar y tidy , cut th e gras s 
short an d remov e an y stones tha t woul d 
cause the beekeepe r t o stumbl e whil e 
working. 

Where t o put top-bar hives 
Location ca n sometimes b e a  problem. Th e 
ideal sit e shoul d b e a little wa y fro m 
dwellings a s bees ca n b e aggressive . 

The sit e shoul d b e quie t -  awa y fro m 
areas where childre n pla y o r an y source o f 
continual noise . 

Near a  fresh wate r suppl y -  thi s ca n b e a 
river, pon d o r eve n a  dripping tap . 

Near foo d source s an d cash crops tha t 
need pollination . However , the hive s 
should no t tak e u p fertile lan d bu t ca n b e 
placed on rock y outcrop s an d on th e 
poorest soi l fo r whic h th e farme r ha s n o 
use. Bee s site d abou t 15 0 metre s awa y 

FIG. 47. Keep  hives in the  shade  under trees. 

FIG.48. Shade can be provided by a shelter, 
made out  of  banana leaves,  which does  not have 
sides so that the  air  can  keep the hive  cool. 

f rom th e productiv e are a allow worker s 
to ten d th e crop s an d avoid annoyin g th e 
bees so the y fee l thei r colon y i s no t 
'under threat' . 

Hives nee d t o b e away f rom mars h o r 
land liabl e to flooding . Humid condition s 
encourage funga l growth an d preven t 
honey maturing . 

The hive s nee d to b e sheltere d fro m 
strong winds an d shade d fro m stron g 
sunlight. 

Finally, the bee s wil l appreciat e bein g away 
f rom smoke , f ire, vandalism an d unfriendl y 
neighbours. 
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