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I ntr oduction

All archeological studies have shown that honeybees
appeared in earth before human beings. Bees started life in
mountains and forests where they built their hives in caves
and hollow trunks of trees. Bee crowds attracted the interest
of the first man, who was living since old times in the
mountains and forests; and hence honeybee was known since
old times. This was confirmed by drawings, which were
found in rocks in Spain, dating back to the 7" M.B.C. These
drawings showed how the first man tried to get honey from
bee. In Egypt inscriptions dating back to the 4™ M .B.C. were
found, which showed that the old Egyptians were aware of
honeybees and presented honey to please their gods (11).

Beekeeping and honey productions were one of the
traditional skills in Yemen. History of beekeeping in Yemen
dating back to the 10™ M.B.C. It was related to the
prosper ous economic life in Yemen at that time (14). Since
that time Yemenis have been interested in beekeeping over
centuries and continued till now.

Yemeni honey particularly <Asal Al-elb’ (Sidr)
Ziziphus Spina Christi produced from Wadi Gardan (Shabwa
governorate), has developed very good reputation and
commercially is one of the most expensive honey in the
world(2,3,11) due to some specific characteristics. Yemeni
beekeeper s are competing to present honey types that satisfy
the consumer demands inside and outside Yemen (9).
Statistics of foreign trade have shown that honey saves a lot
of foreign currency and plays an important role in the
economy of the country (1).This study reviewes the history of
beekeeping in Yemen to highlight the experience of Yemeni
beekeepers gained over centuries and to develop the recent
beekeeping practices.

FIoneyBee Center - Haonramout Umversﬁy OT SCINECE & TEChNO 0gy 6
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Developmental stagesof Yemeni beekeeping

Developmental stages of Yemeni beekeeping have
passed mainly through three stages:
1. Primitive beekeeping:

in this stage honeybees lived in caves, mountains and
logs of trees since God has found them and guided them
where to live. Bee colonies built These hives from wax and
fed on the pollen grains and nectar of the plants around. The
Yemeni beekeeper looks for bee hives to get honey. He can
detect wherethey live by one of these methods:
1st- Following up the honeybee wor kersto wherethey live.
2nd- Following up the track of bee faeses on land from the
places where beesvisit plantstill they go back home.
3rd- Following up the warwar bird in the area where it guides
him to where bees areliving.
When the beekeeper discovers where honeybees live, he can
extract honey by one of these methods:
1st- burning all heavy which led to the death of a lot of bees,
in addition to a number of trees and shrubs being burnt.
2nd- Using heavy smoke to force bees to get out of their
hives.
3rd- Closing the entrance of the hive by sticky mud at
sunset and after bees come back home. The beekeeper putsa
pot of water above the entrance where drops of water fall
down on the entrance. The beekeeper opens the entrance
after one or two days and all bees are then pushed out in
lar ge numbers; they migrate and leave their hives.
These methods aim at getting only honey, the beekeeper is
not interested to keep or rear honeybees. These methods
have developed later where the beekeeper tried to keep
honeybees by burning a band of grass to protect him from
the attack of bees and then he cut the combs of honey by a
knife. He then sells honeycombs with wax.

7 FIoneyBee Center - maonramout Umversﬁy OT SCINECE & TEChno 0gy
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This primitive stage of beekeeping does no longer exist
in most areasin Yemen. However, Khanbash(6) noticed that
this method still existsin Socotra island wher e honeybees live
in a wild stage (Fig-1). He didn’t notice any bee colony living
in any type of hives. Families which live around these bee
colonies try to keep them safe, as they consider themselves
the sole owners of them, and protect them till honey harvest.

2- Traditional beekeeping

when man first thinks of how to make use of
honeybees, he started to make a living place for it similar to
its natural habitat. Then the tried to improve it to be more
suitable for him to get honey out of it, and at the same time
he also can keep it safe.

Hives made of plant debris, stems of plants, clay and logs
of trees, after they hollow it, were made. They were simple
and were made according to the availability of such
materials and skills in the area . here are some types of
traditional hives availablein Y emen:

1- Khaizaran hives

These are cylindrical hives made of small sticks, 100-
125cm long and 20-22cm diameter, with two openings. The
hind one closed with cartoon has a small hole to allow for
beesto comein and go out. These hives are embodied by clay
mixed with dung.

11- Hives made of logs of trees

Logs of trees are cut at 120-125cm long hollowed from
inside to make a circle of 20-22cm in diameter. Hives are
covered from the front and backside by a net of palm leaves
and thick cloth. A small hole is made at the front to allow
beesto get in and outside the hive (Fig-2).

FIoneyBee Center - Haonramout Umversﬁy OT SCINECE & TEChNO 0gy 8
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111- Clay hives

They are clay pipe hives and considered the famous
traditional hives. They are made of a mixture of clay and
dung, wetted with water and left for sometime, then they are
dried and burnt. The clay hive (Fig-3) consists of some pieces
starting with the head (front), which is the first piece, of
about 50cm long and 22.5cm in diameter. This piece is
pointing from the front and constitutes what they call a lip.
The head is linked by 4-5 pieces each 22.5cm long and with
same diameter like the headpiece.These pieces are connected
by clay or cloth immersed in clay. The hives are covered
from outside to protect them from the heat of the sun. There
isafront opening to allow beesto get in and outside the hive.
The hind opening is closed by hard cardboard,cloth or wood.
These hives are usually put separated over iron carriers.

Iv. Wooden box hives

These hives are spread wide and are made of pressed
wood (MDF). It is 90-120cm long, 20cm wide and 16-18 cm
high. It is designed in such a way that you can open it form
either the front or the back. It has a small opening that
allows for the beesto get in and outside the hive. These hives
are usually put over iron carriers. A net of date palm leaflets
coversthem (Fig - 4).

Traditional beekeeping is more concentrated in
Hadramout gover nor ate, particularly in wadis
Dowan,Am’d,Sh’houh, and in Shabwah governorate,
particularly in wadis, Gardan and Assaeed, and some wadis
in Laheg governorate. There are some also in Sana’a and
Ibb, in Alzaideyah, Anas and Hajjah.
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The most characteristics of traditional beekeeping are
migration and movement of beekeepers with their hives
looking for the suitable sources of food of their bees.
Biodiversity of climate and topography play an important
role in diversity of plant cover, which make flora in Yemen
have different flowering time in different areas. This made
beekeepers move from one wadi to another and from one
place to another looking for good food and suitable
environment for their bees.

3.Modern beekeeping

Traditional beekeeping is still practiced in one way or
another, as beekeepers are not aware of the principles of
modern beekeeping in most areas of Yemen. The Yemeni
beekeepers have acquired good ancestral skills that they
have lear nt from their grandfathers over centuries.

Modernization of beekeeping started in the seventies
where langstroth beehives and other modern techniques
were introduced in some areas in Yemen. First trials were
not successful in some areas due to the absence of trained
personnel (5).

The use of wooden hives started in the seventies in a
limited scale but in the last 90 years a lot of beekeepers
prefer such hives (table 1). During the past year some
specialized wor kshops wer e conducted in making beekeeping
tools ( for langstroth and Kenyian hives). Some of these tools
become available either from the local market or imported
from outside Y emen(8,10).

FIoneyBee Center - Haonramout Umversﬁy OT SCINECE & TEChNO 0gy 10
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| mportance of Beekeeping in Yemen

Beekeeping and honey production play an important role
in the economy of the country through the past centuries and
till present. We will try to review the importance of
beekeeping thr ough the following historic periods:

1. B.C period

Ingrams (12), in hisreport on the economic, social and
political development in Hadramout, mentioned that
beekeeping was concentrated in Wadi Nagabah (Hadramout
Governorate) and Wadi Ermah (Shabwah Gover norate). At
that time the trade of honey ranked the 4™ in the economy of
Hadramout State, which was established in the 10" M.B.C.
The flourishing of beekeeping was related to the prosperity
of economy in Yemen at that time.

2.Prelslamic Period

Y emen was almost the richest country at that time due
to its fertile land and heavy rains which enhanced good
agriculture in Wadis and plateaus. The Yemenis through
their ancestral knowledge developed very good experience in
sowing dates, rainfall seasons and quantities expected, and
crops that suit each season and each area in Yemen. The
Yemeni beekeepers also developed experienced personal
skills over centuries. Yemen at that time was famous as a
country of good honey (4). Honey trade was famous at that
time duetoitsgood reputation.

3. Beginning of Islam Period

People in Hadramout in this period were interested
beekeeping as it gave them very good returns. The Arab
league for Agricultural Development (1988) reported that

11 FIoneyBee Center - maonramout Umversﬁy OT SCINECE & TEChno 0gy
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Ibn Sa,sd had reported that Prophet Mohammed (prayer
and peace be upon him) wrote to Rabei,ah bin the Mahrab
Al-hadrami and his uncles and brothers that their money,
honeybees, slaves, wells, trees,. All belong to them ...etc (till
the end of Al-Hadeith). This shows that prophet Mohamed
(prayer and peace be upon him) mentioned honeybees
directly after money, which shows how far beekeeping is
important at that time, which means that it was one of the
important sour ces of income at that time.

4. Present Period

Beekeeping at present still plays an important role in
the economy of the country. Date (8,13) in Table 2 Show that
1. Number of hives has been multiplied three times
during thelast period.

2. Total honey production reached more than 1800 ton in
2001, that is, 4.7 times what wasin 1981.

3. Exported quantity of honey reached 325 ton in 2001, that
is, 10 times what wasin 1981.

4. The number of beekeepers increased from 665 in 1981 to
8400 beekeepers in 2001. The average numbers of beehives
owned by each beekeepers increased in this period three
times.

These data show that beekeeping is developing and the
contribution of beekeeping to the economy of Yemen is
increasing year after year through:

A. Foreign currency earned by honey export.

B. The important role that honeybees play in increasing
the production of horticultural and field crops.

C. Increasing new working opportunities. It is worth to
mention that most of those involved recently in beekeeping
business are among those who returned back to Yemen from
the Arabian Gulf after the Gulf war.

FIoneyBee Center - Haonramout Umversﬁy OT SCINECE & TEChNO 0gy 12
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Table 2. Development of number of hives, beekeeper s and
honey production in Yemen during the period 1981-2001

. Mean
Totd Mean Quantity Honey | No. of | No. of
No. of | honey hive of honey .
Y ear . . . exported | beekeep | hives/
beehives | producti | producti | exported (%) ors Beek
on(Ton) | on(Kg) | (Ton) 0 ors e
1981 | 73000 380 52 32.9 8.7 5655 12.9
1986 | 88300 656 7.1 37.0 59 7100 12.4
1994 | 284300 | 17.04 6.0 293.5 17.2 8002 35.5
2001 | 312700 | 1814 5.8 329 18.1 8400 37.2

*Arab Organization for Agricultural Development (AOAD)
**Collected from different sources in addition to the results
of a questionnaires distributed by the author.
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Factor sleading flourishing of beekeeping

When we trace the history of beekeeping in Yemen, we
can noted that flourishing of beekeeping is always related to
the improvement of the economy of the country. This might
be dueto several factors, the most important are:

1.Yemenis interest in Agriculture

Through the past centuries, Yemenis were interested
in building dams, canals and terracesto make use of water in
agriculture. Fertile land, heavy rain and diversity in climate
helped in cultivating Wadis, terrace and plateaus. These
factors enhanced beekeeping development by indirect way
through their effect on pastures and range plants, which are
considered good resources for honeybees and production of
honey.

2.Caring for pasturesand bee plants
Success of beekeeping depends on other environmental
factors such as the prevalence of good plantsthat arerich in
nectar and pollen grains. Due to diversity in flora and
climate in Yemen, range area for bees are characterized by
the following:
A. Multiple bee plants that honeybees can visit at
one time (most of them are wild) and collect
nectar and pollen grains.
B. Widespread of these plantsin most areas of Yemen.
C.  Successiveness in flowering periods, which almost
covers all the year round, with some dry spells during
flowering seasons.

FIoneyBee Center - Haonramout Umversﬁy OT SCINECE & TEChNO 0gy 14
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The Yemenis during the past centuries were taking
care of these bee plants and trees, particularly Sidr trees
Ziziphus spina chrisiti. These trees have a lot of uses such as:

I. Sour ce of very good quality of honey.

ii. Could be used aswind breaks.

lii. Have other economic uses such as wood, paper and their
fruits are also eaten.

3.Experience of Yemeni beekeepers

The Yemeni beekeepers have earned good ancestral
skills, which they developed over years. They used to know
their own bees, behavior, know all the beekeeping needs and
provide most of them in time. The most important areas of
experiences the Yemeni beekeepers have are:
I The Yemeni beekeeper has good experience about the
appropriate time of bee multiplication and division, honey
. Honey production seasons and has very good
experiencein taking care of his beesall the year around.
lii.  The Yemeni beekeeper knows by heart the dates of
flowering of most important bee plants that are important for
his bee. Accordingly removes his hives from one Wadi to
another and from one area to anther to catch the flowering
period of these plants as good sources for nectar and pollen
grainsfor his bees.
iv. ~ The Yemeni beekeepers compete to satisfy the
consumer interests inside and outside Yemen. They produce
the quality of honey which is more popular, particularly the
Sidr honey that is considered one of the best qualities in the
world.
V. The Yemeni beekeeper has developed good experience
in extracting honey by different methods that satisfy the
consumer needs which is different from one area to another
and from one season to another.
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vi.  The Yemeni beekeeper has developed experience in
preparing honey for marketing according to types of honey
and market needs. He chooses the appropriate types of
packaging according to the consumer satisfaction inside and
outside Yemen.

How can we make use of this ancestral Savoir-faire?

From the history of beekeeping, which we reviewed, it is
well shown that the history of beekeeping was always
coincident with development of Yemenis. Flourishing of
beekeeping is related with development of economic and
social life in yemen in the past history. Therefore we have to
take care of beekeeping and develop it. Development of
beekeeping could be done through the following:

1. Making use of the ancestral savoir-fair for beekeeping
through centuries.

2. Studying the status of beekeeping and analyzing the
problems and obstacles; and trying to solve them.

3. Studying the problems and losses that affect bee plants,
and protecting bee plants and developing them.

4. Establishing bi-laws and regulations that enhance
beekeeping as well as honey production and marketing.
Finding out quality standards for different types of honey and
particularly Sidr honey.
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