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SECTION 8  - HIV E PRODUCT S 
HONEY 
Honey productio n 
Probably th e tw o mos t importan t factor s i n 
the productio n o f hone y are : 

The bee s 

The beekeepe r 

Generally th e bee s d o a  very goo d jo b an d i t 
is the beekeepe r tha t spoil s th e qualit y o f th e 
product wi t h poo r harvesting , extracting an d 
marketing techniques . I t i s essential tha t th e 
product bein g sold retain s it s properties , i s 
of good qualit y an d well presented . 

These simpl e objective s d o no t nee d 
complicated an d expensive equipmen t o r 
great knowledg e o f managemen t techniques . 

Letting honeycomb s dri p o n a  wire mes h ca n 
give good results . The hone y i s pure an d 
clean bu t the proces s i s slow. A pres s ca n b e 
used when th e comb s ar e too smal l t o g o i n 
an extractor . Th e hone y shoul d b e stored s o 
that i t can allow particles , which wil l b e 
present eve n afte r a  f irst straining , to settle . 

Improved extractio n technique s wil l resul t i n 
improved produc t qualit y whic h i n turn wil l 
lead t o bette r price s fo r th e honey . 

Often developmen t project s inves t muc h o f 
the mone y availabl e i n buildings , vehicles an d 
sophisticated equipment . Ironically , the bigge r 
the structur e th e mor e th e farmer s ca n feel 
isolated, and those fo r who m th e hel p wa s 
intended ar e the one s tha t benefi t leas t A 
village collecting centre ca n b e ru n b y on e 
local perso n wh o ha s ha d some brie f trainin g 
in the us e o f simpl e processin g equipment . 
Such a  focal poin t can , if properly organized , 
give strengt h t o a  group o f beekeeper s an d 
get the m a  better dea l fo r thei r produce . 

Similarly, othe r equipmen t ca n often b e over -
rated. A  woode n movable-fram e bo x hiv e 
may cos t 3 0 times mor e tha n a  traditiona l 
hive. I t i s unlikely tha t i t wil l produc e 3 0 
times mor e honey . I t i s essential , therefore , 
that an y technology use d i s appropriate an d 
ultimately fulfil s th e ai m o f providin g a 
genuine sourc e o f incom e fo r th e perso n 
who ha s decided t o kee p bees . 

Honey 
Bees prepar e hone y mainl y fro m th e necta r 
of flowers , bu t othe r plan t sap s and 
honeydew ar e also use d to a  minor extent . 
After visitin g a flower, th e foragin g honey be e 
flies bac k t o th e hiv e wi th th e collecte d 

FIG. 72. Liquid  honey showing a wide range of 
colours. 

FIG. 73. Set  honey showing a wide range of 
colours. 
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nectar i n he r hone y sac , a modified par t o f 
the gut . O n arriva l a t th e hiv e sh e passes th e 
fluid throug h he r mout h t o on e o r mor e 
'house' bees . These, in tur n swallo w i t an d 
regurgitate i t t o pas s to othe r hous e bee s 
and on throug h a  chain o f bee s befor e th e 
liquid i s finally place d i n a  cell o f honeycomb . 
As eac h be e suck s th e liqui d u p through he r 
proboscis an d int o he r hone y sa c a few 
proteins becom e adde d an d wate r i s 
evaporated. The protein s ar e enzymes , 
which conver t sugar s i n the necta r int o 
different type s o f sugars . After th e liqui d ha s 
been place d i n th e cel l o f honeycomb , bee s 
continue t o proces s it , and more wate r 
evaporates a s they d o so . The temperatur e 
of th e hiv e nea r th e hone y storag e are a i s 
usually around 35° C (95°F) . Thi s 
temperature an d the ventilatio n produce d b y 
fanning bees , causes further evaporatio n o f 
water fro m th e honey . When th e wate r 
content i s less tha t 20 % the bee s sea l the cel l 
with a  wax capping . The hone y i s no w 
considered 'ripe ' and wil l no t ferment . Th e 
bees have  prepared fo r themselve s a 
concentrated energ y source , packed i n 
minimal spac e and free f ro m problem s o f 
fermentation durin g storage . 

A ver y minor , bu t importan t componen t o f 
most hone y i s pollen . Pollen i s carried t o th e 
hive and store d insid e i t quit e separatel y 
f rom nectar , bu t nevertheles s a  few polle n 
grains fin d thei r wa y int o honey . The polle n 
in hone y ca n b e identifie d usin g a 
microscope, an d gives a  guide t o th e plant s 
that bee s hav e been working on . 

Beekeepers ar e ofte n aske d abou t th e 
difference betwee n liqui d an d se t honey . 
Liquid an d se t hone y ar e lik e ic e and water : 
different form s o f th e sam e substance . Se t 
honey i s also know n a s granulated o r 
crystallized honey . Al l honey s ar e liqui d whe n 
produced b y bees , but mos t honey s wil l 
granulate eventually . The spee d wit h whic h 
honeys granulate depend s upo n whic h sugar s 

the particula r hone y contains . Granulation i s 
a natura l proces s an d there i s no differenc e 
in taste o r nutritiona l valu e betwee n soli d 
and liqui d honey . Some peopl e prefe r on e 
type t o th e other . 

To tur n a  jar o f granulated hone y t o liquid , 
stand i t u p t o it s nec k i n a  container o f war m 
water (60°C , 140°F) : i t wil l liquef y afte r a n 
hour o r so . 

A ja r o f liqui d hone y ca n be mad e t o 
granulate b y stirring i n a  smal l amount o f 
honey tha t i s already granulated . Crystals i n 
the granulate d hone y serv e a s 'seed crystals ' 
and afte r a  few day s the whol e hone y wil l 
become granulated . 

Honey i s a delicious food . I t i s high i n 
carbohydrates an d adds usefu l variet y t o 
diets. As mos t sugar s i n hone y ar e fructos e 
and glucose, i t i s more readil y digestibl e tha n 
cane sugar . Hone y varie s i n taste , aroma an d 
colour accordin g t o it s plan t source . 

In man y societies hone y ha s an importan t 
place i n traditiona l foo d preparation , and i s 
also viewed a s a source o f specia l nutritio n 
for childre n althoug h i t shoul d no t b e fed t o 
young babies . Hone y i s widely use d as a 
medicine an d i s highly prize d for thi s reason . 
It i s often regarde d a s a special toni c foo d t o 
be eate n a t times o f illness . Hone y ha s thre e 
biological factor s whic h accoun t for it s 
antibiotic activity . These are : 

Honey absorb s wate r an d so i s capable o f 
killing bacteria b y dehydratin g them. I t als o 
means tha t hone y i s sterile a s most micro -
organisms canno t surviv e i n it . 

There ar e enzyme s i n hone y whic h 
produce hydroge n peroxid e whic h kill s 
bacteria. 

Honey i s acidic . 

Therefore, hone y ha s long bee n associate d 
wi th healing . I t i s use d no t onl y t o trea t 
coughs an d stomach ailment s bu t applie d 
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externally t o burns , ulcers and wounds . 
Honey i s a food an d a  medicine bu t i n man y 
parts o f th e wor l d i t i s used primaril y t o 
produce a n alcoholic drin k -  hone y beer . 

Honeycombs from top-bar 
hives or traditional hives 

Cut-comb hone y 

Honey i n the com b i s untouched an d i s 
readily see n t o b e pure . Therefore, hone y 
presented i n this wa y alway s fetches a  good 
price. Hone y whic h ha s no t bee n open t o 
the ai r ha s a finer  flavou r tha n hone y whic h 
has been subjected t o processin g in any way. 
Only seale d and undamaged com b shoul d b e 
selected. The piece s cu t neatl y and package d 
wrapped i n clea r film  o r place d i n jars tha t 
are toppe d u p wit h clear , well-filtered honey . 

FIG. 74. Cut  comb. 

Strained hone y 

To prepar e straine d honey , remov e th e wa x 
cappings o f the honeycom b wi t h a  knife an d 
break the comb s completel y int o pieces . 
Make sure tha t yo u d o no t us e unseale d 
combs containin g unripe hone y o r pollen . 
Use a  cotton clot h t o strai n th e hone y fro m 
the piece s o f honeycomb . Collec t th e hone y 
that strain s throug h i n a  clean and dr y 
container. Finall y squeez e th e comb s insid e a 
bag made f rom th e clot h t o remov e a s muc h 
honey a s possible. Hand s shoul d b e washe d 
before, and frequentl y durin g this work . Al l 

FIG. 75. Combs collected, crushed and then 
strained to  remove  the honey. 

FIG. 76. Straining honey  through cotton  into  a 
plastic bucket  which  can  be fitted with  a  lid. 

cloths an d containers mus t b e perfectl y 
clean. 

Honeycombs from frame 
hives 

Cut-comb hone y 

If using foundation, then i t shoul d no t 
contain strengthenin g wires . The wa x 
foundation shoul d als o b e thinner tha n tha t 
normally use d i n wired frames . Portions o f 
cut com b ca n be prepare d fo r sal e in th e 
same way a s those f ro m a  top-bar hive . 

Strained hone y 

Remove th e wa x capping s f rom th e 
honeycombs wi t h a  long , sharp knif e whic h 
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FIG. 77. Uncapping  frame  comb. 

has bee n standin g i n warm water . Hol d on e 
end o f th e to p o f th e fram e an d res t th e 
other en d o n a  piece o f woo d place d acros s 
a dish - th e fram e i s therefore hel d a t righ t 
angles to th e dish . Star t cuttin g a t th e 
bot tom o f th e fram e an d wi t h a  zig-zag 
movement o f the knife , cut of f th e thi n laye r 
of wa x capping s and allo w i t t o fal l int o th e 
dish belo w th e frame . Turn th e frame aroun d 
and cu t of f th e capping s o n th e othe r side , 
and then plac e the fram e i n the extractor . 
Some hone y wil l stic k t o th e wa x cappings ; 
do no t wast e this , but strai n i t ou t o f th e 
dish. Hone y drain s ver y slowl y f ro m capping s 
and thi s proces s ma y take ove r 2 4 hours . 

Honey qualit y 
The arom a an d tast e o f hone y ar e it s mos t 
important features , but hone y i s often judge d 
according t o it s colour . The colou r o f hone y 
depends mainl y upo n th e sourc e o f th e 
nectar, plan t sap or honeyde w tha t th e bee s 
have gathered. Usually dark-coloure d honey s 
have a  strong flavour whil e pal e honey s hav e 
a more delicat e flavour . The popularit y o f 
dark an d ligh t coloure d hone y varie s f ro m 
country t o country , bu t generall y ligh t 

coloured honey s ar e mor e highl y valued tha n 
dark. Colou r ca n sometimes b e a usefu l 
indicator o f qualit y becaus e honey become s 
darker durin g storage , and heatin g will als o 
darken honey . However , som e perfectl y 
fresh, unheate d an d uncontaminate d honey s 
can b e very dark . 

It i s impossible t o giv e a  comparable valu e t o 
the flavou r an d aroma o f a  honey, bu t th e 
following method s ar e use d to measur e 
honey quality . 

Colour 

Colour i s very impor tan t fo r i t i s this tha t 
does mor e tha n anythin g else to determin e 
its commercia l us e and value . Darke r honey s 
are mor e ofte n pu t t o industria l use , while 
lighter coloure d honey s ar e markete d 
directly fo r consumption . Colou r 
descriptions rang e f rom wate r whit e throug h 
shades o f ambe r t o dark . 

W a t e r conten t 

If the wate r conten t o f hone y i s greater tha n 
19% then th e hone y i s likely to ferment . A 
low wate r conten t i s therefore mos t 
important. Wate r conten t ca n b e measure d 
using a honey refractometer , a  smal l 
instrument whic h measure s th e refractio n o f 
light as i t passe s through a  glass prism o n 
which a  few drop s o f hone y have  bee n 
smeared. I n areas wi th a  very hig h humidit y 
it ca n b e difficul t t o produc e hone y o f 
sufficiently lo w wate r content . 

H M F 

HMF stand s fo r hydroxymethylfurfural . Thi s 
is a break-down produc t o f fructos e (on e o f 
the mai n sugar s i n honey ) forme d slowl y 
during th e storag e o f honey , but forme d ver y 
quickly whe n hone y i s heated. The amoun t 
of HM F presen t i n hone y i s therefore use d 
as a guide t o th e amoun t o f heatin g whic h 
has taken place : the highe r th e HM F value , 
the lowe r th e qualit y o f th e hone y i s 
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considered t o be . HMF i s measured b y 
various laborator y tests . 

Enzymes 

The level s o f enzyme s presen t i n hone y ar e 
sometimes assaye d and use d as a guide t o 
honey quality . These test s ar e also carrie d 
out i n a laboratory . 

O t h e r constituent s 

Some honey s hav e a very hig h polle n conten t 
which make s the m appea r cloudy ; hone y 
extracted fro m comb s b y squeezing ofte n 
contains a  relatively hig h leve l o f pollen . Such 
honey i s considered t o b e o f lo w quality . Th e 
presence o f an y othe r contaminant s i n hone y 

Beekeeping methods which may have negative effects on 
the quality of the honey 

Beekeeping m e t h o d 

Location o f hive s i n densel y urbanize d o r 
industrialized zone s o r area s o f stron g 
environmental pollution , includin g 
agricultural pesticid e us e 

Inappropriate us e o f antibiotic s an d othe r 
drugs o r chemical s t o trea t o r preven t 
honey be e disease s o r contro l pest s 

Use o f organi c chemical s lik e naphthalene , 
ethylene dibromid e o r paradichlorobenzo l 
for com b protectio n durin g storage an d 
treatment agains t wax moth s 

Use o f chemica l repellent s durin g hone y 
harvesting 

Excessive us e o f smok e o r poo r choic e o f 
combustion materia l 

Use o f ol d an d dark comb s and/o r broo d 
combs 

Use o f comb s wit h residua l hone y fro m a 
previous yea r 

Harvesting o f incompletel y seale d combs , 
particularly durin g the necta r f lo w 

Possible damag e t o hone y 

Contamination o f hone y with noxiou s o r 
toxic residues , possibly damagin g to huma n 
health, or wi t h sugar s no t o f necta r o r 
honeydew origi n 

Contamination o f hone y wit h th e sam e 
substances 

Contamination o f hone y wi th th e sam e 
substances 

Contamination o f hone y wit h th e sam e 
substances 

The hone y ha s a smoky odour , od d tast e 
and contamination wi t h microscopi c soo t 

Honey o f darke r colour , com b odour , 
higher acidit y an d faster agein g 

Honey hig h i n yeasts and possibl y faste r 
fermentation; prematur e crystallizatio n o f 
susceptible liqui d honeys ; a contaminatio n 
of uniflora l honey s 

Excessive wate r conten t i n hone y 

After Krel l from the Food and Agriculture Organizatio n o f the United Nation s Bulleti n 124 , Value-added product s 
from beekeepin g (Rome 1996) . 
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(e.g. particle s o f wax, bees , splinters o f 
wood, dust ) wil l mak e the honey o f very low 
value indeed . If colonies o f bees are located 
in industria l o r urba n area s which have  a high 
degree o f pollution the n hiv e product s can 
be affected a s heavy metal s an d other 
pollutants ca n accumulate i n them -
particularly i n pollen bu t also i n honey . 
Contamination ca n also resul t f rom dirt y 
water sources . 

Problems aris e from hone y be e diseases. 
Some ma y be prevalent i n an area, other s 
may be brought i n if bees are introduced t o 
an area f rom elsewhere . Where bee s lac k a 
resistance to new infections the y ma y need 
help f rom th e beekeeper. Ther e i s then a 
danger tha t untrie d chemical s ma y be used 
o r eve n approve d product s use d i n excess o r 
at inappropriat e times , leading to 
contamination o f the honey and/o r beeswa x 
crop. 

Preparing hone y for marke t 
Process hone y as soon as possible afte r 
removal f ro m th e hive. Honey-processin g 
is a sticky operation , in which tim e and 
patience are required to achieve the bes t 
results. 

Honey i s a food, and it mus t therefor e be 
handled hygienically . Always wash you r 
hands and your equipmen t thoroughl y a t 
all phase s o f the process. 

Honey i s hydroscopic an d will absor b 
moisture. All honey-processing equipmen t 
must b e perfectly dry . Too much wate r i n 
honey cause s i t to ferment . 

Some dishones t peopl e add cane suga r 
syrup o r cor n syru p to thei r honey . This is 
a corrupt practic e an d should alway s be 
discouraged. 

Containers fo r marketin g hone y mus t be 
lightweight, o f low cost an d preferabl y see-
through s o that customer s ca n see the 

product Glas s i s often use d as a container 
for sellin g honey bu t glass jars are heavy, 
breakable an d cannot b e stacked togethe r 
when empty . Plasti c container s ar e much 
lighter an d stack well , but in many countrie s 
they are difficult t o obtain . Recyclin g 
containers tha t have  hel d othe r product s is 
possible. Hone y i s a food and any container 
used should have  bee n use d for food i n the 
first place . 

Labels for your honey 
In addition t o attracting customer s t o you r 
product, the label you put on your hone y 
should give the following information : 

Contents: Pur e honey . 

Source o f the honey: e.g . sunflower, mixe d 
blossom, tree hone y etc. 

The countr y an d district i t was produced 
in. 

Your nam e and address. 

The weigh t o f honey i n the container . 

You may wish t o add other informatio n fo r 
the consumer . Fo r example, if you are 
packing comb honey , you could remin d the 
purchaser tha t the whole com b includin g the 
wax i s completely edible , or i f you are selling 
strained honey , you may wish to provid e an 
explanation o f granulation. 
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