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Danish beekeepers have worked with beekeeping projects in a number of countries
including: Nicaragua, Dominica, Cape Verde, Tha Gambia, Guinea Bissau, Tanzania,
Zanzibar, Madagascar, India and Viet Nam. Most of these projects have been NGO
projects with the Danish Beekeepers Association cooperating with local beekeeping
associations and supported by the Danish Government. In three of these projects Bees for
Development has cooperated.
The main purpose of these projects has been to help the porest people in the countryside
to create new independent income-generating jobs from beekeeping by means of local
equipment and local instructors. Because the population is growing fast, there is a need for
improved pollination of many crops and that makes sustainable beekeeping very
important.
The lecture deals with the obstacles and problems faced by beekeeping projects, but it also
deals with some success stories. One lesson learned is that beekeeping education and
greater awareness of the pollination value of bees are probably the most secure and
cheapest way of improving the livelihood of African smalholders.
In this presentation beekeeping in the Gambia will be used as a case study.

THE GAMBIA BEEKEEPING PROJECT
THE BACKGROUND
The Gambia is 10,403 square km in size, lying both north and south of the Gambia
river. The natural vegetation is forest savannah and mangrove vegetation from the
coast to 200 km inland.
These two types of tropical vegetation are some of the best for beekeeping, but
unfortunately large areas of forest are felled to create space for agriculture and
vegetable gardens.
26 years ago the Danish Beekeepers Association started a DANIDA-funded
NGO beekeeping project in the Gambia. At that time the population was about one
milion people, but growing fast. In 2016 there were over 2 million people. The
Gambia was one of the poorest countries in Africa, and the population

expansion meant that the best possible yield in bee pollinated crops became more
and more important.
About 80% of the different species of cultivated crops depend on bee pollination.
At the same time, a rising number of honey-hunters found and killed the wild becolonies and most local honey harvest resulted in killing the bee colony as well.

Before the project started anthropological research concerning the importance of
beekeeping for rural development had shown that a lack of bees for
pollination was going to be a critical factor in local agriculture and horticulture. The
knowledge of the role of bee-pollination was mostly unknown by smaller farmers
and and their advisers.
In the Gambia there are no problems with honeybadgers spoiling hives so the
most common traditional hives were straw hives/skeps. When harvesting
they were lowered to the ground at nighttime, the bees burned and combs and
hives brought home. The honeycombs were squeezed together with dead bees
and larvae, and then strained and put in secondhand bottles or plastic containers of
all kinds. The skeps are normally harvested before the rainy season and stored in
houses during the rainy season. They are placed in the trees in the autumn again.
Horizontal bee stocks were also used, and the harvesting process was more or less
the same.
Bees wax was only used for the repair of calabash bowls and the treatment of
leather. Most waxcombs were just thrown on the ground where they were soon
eaten by waxmoths.
Bees used to be put in to small jujus (amulets) against traffic
accidents and were important helpers for some marabouts (Muslim medicinemen)
for defence and finding thieves.
The local price of honey was so high, that it was mostly used for medicinal purposeoften combined with herbal medicine. Honey was the first thing a newborn baby
should taste other than mother’s milk,
10 litres of honey had the same value as a calf or a cow.
A very easy way to harvest, was to spray the bees with pesticides. It has a nice
smell, but the honey becomes poison and people died from eating this honey.
The lack of knowledge about the importance of honeybees for pollination was
accompanied by an undiscriminating use of pesticides even in flowering crops. This
together with growing numbers of honeyhunters, and the destructive way honey
was harvested could in the end make the lack of pollinating bees a critical factor in

agriculture and vegetable gardening.
In the opinion of the project the transfer of sustainable beekeeping
knowledge was much needed.
Of course there were some local beekeepers who did know it was necessary to
protect the bees and had started to work with top-bar hives, frame hives and
protective clothing, but no large-scale beekeeping education projects had
been started.
THE PROJECT
The Danish – Gambian beekeeping project was a cooperation between Danish
Beekeepers Association, Gambia Cooperative Beekeepers Association, Sifoe
Kafoe Farm and AFET ( a farmers association). From the beginning it
was decided that, if possible, 50% of the trainees should be women. All equipment
was to be made in the villages. Local beekeeping trainers were educated in
workshops and were later responsible for groups of beekeeping students in 27
different villages.
The project ran over 6½ years and about 700 students participated in the village
workshops. Sometimes there were rather large groups – perhaps because food were
served during the training.
During a training programme each student had to build his or her own topbar hives
- two to keep for themselves and one for the local centre.
Village blacksmiths made smokers and tailors made protective clothes for all
students. Rubber boots were also given for free, but people were trained in how to
protect themself with home made boots if necessary. Timber for the hives was
produced locally but corrugated plates for roofs had to be bought in the market.
27 small beekeeping centres with water wells were built by the groups
themselves, paid for by the project. A centre was mostly just a storeroom where it
was possible to keep equipment and process honey at nighttime. All centres were
equipped with tools for the students. In the centres the new
beekeepers were trained in handling bees, harvesting and processing honey and in
how to use bees wax for skin cream and other small income generating products.
The students were trained in making swarm traps, the transfer of wild colonies into
hives, how to supply the bees with water without problems from monkeys, and all
were given information about bee pollination of cultivated crops. The work with the
bees was done in the late afternoon and at night time to prevent the colonies
fighting and to prevent passing animals and people from being stung.
Most of the new beekeepers have later preferred to continue in the village groups,
with the hives in apiaries. Each hive has the owner’s name painted on.

The main centre turned out to be in Sifoe village where the first building was later
added to with an open education room, exhibition room with different beekeeping
equipment and an observation hive together with a small shop room. A great wish
for this centre was a car, but because we wanted the project to be prepared for a
continuation after the support from DANIDA, we bought two horses for transport
instead. They both died. Then we bought two oxen, but they were stolen by
Senegalese thiefs. Then we had to buy a second hand pickup. It was running for
two years, then another car and in the end a third one which ended up as a chicken
house. In that time the local conditions for cars in the country side were very rough.
During the project there was an attempt to make a cooperative honey shop in a
container in Brikama Market. The project tried to involve NGOs to cooperate, but it
was not a success. The idea was that the beekeepers should sell their honey to the
containershop where it could be stored until the prices were highest. First they
should be paid the lower market price of the honey season, and after some months
the price difference, but they all wanted all the money at once, and that was not
possible.
One of the ideas of the project was that the beekeepers should be able to expand
their production themselves but it soon turned out that the 100 Dalasi (about £1.50)
needed for the wooden boards for a top-bar hive could be too much, especially for
women.
Because of that reason we arranged workshops where big baskets normally used for
the transport of fruit were modified and used as hives. A basket could be
homemade or bought for one Dalasi. Banana leaves or plastic could be used to
protect against rain.
In some of the workshops Gambian agronomists were invited, and the discusions
about the use of pesticides dangerous for bees later led to a government ban on free
import.
As a result of the project and to give beekeeping a little more prestige,The First
West African Beekeeping Seminar was arranged in the Gambia, also funded by
DANIDA. It was a international seminar followed by a second in Ghana some years
later.

THE SITUATION TODAY
Today many beekeeping students have continued their work. A new umbrella
organisation for Gambian beekeepers has developed out of the Gambia Cooperative
Beekeepers Association - it is The National Beekeepers Association of the Gambia.NBAG – it was started in 2002. The organisation provides training to villagers in
beekeeping nationwide in the Gambia as well as in the Casamance, Guinea Bissau
and Senegal.
NBAG have a centre and shop along the main road in Nyambai Forest

outside Brikama Village.
The NBAG centre has Mr S. Manga as a dynamic leader, he was one of the teachers
in the old NGO project. Mr. Mussa Gibbe is general manager for the organisation.
NBAG buys honey from the members who often have difficulties in transport and
sale of their honey, but they only sell it in the airport and in their Brikama centre
to avoid competition with private sellers. The honey is collected by their Toyota
Landcruiser which unfortunately soon will need a new engine.
The honey is strained, bottled and labelled in the centre where different wax
products are sold as well.
About 6,000 litters of honey were processed in 2017. The honey is sold for
250 Dalasi a litre with a surplus for the centre of 75 Dalasi. (100 Dalasi = 1.58 GBP)
The centre has been supported by the Ministry of Agriculture. The hygiene is
controlled and approved by the authorities.
NBAG arrange training workshops around the Gambia and help new beekeepers
with new topbars. This year they will expand to the most eastern part of the
country. To day there are 1,240 beekeepers who are members of NBAG. They have
56 groups of which 22 are women beekeepers groups.
This means that all these people now harvest honey in a sustainable way which is
safe for the bees.Also the beekeeping centre in Sifoe has expanded, but they mostly
try to get income from visiting groups of tourists and from vegetable gardening.
This project has been a success because of clever local people and sustainable low
technology – top–bar hives!
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