
Natural Beekeeping in Auroville (2016-17)

A project by Erik and Fanny

Introduction

The central question of this project is to find out about the best way of keeping bees in the 
Auroville environment. This project is not about honey production but about honey bees' 
conservation. We depend on bees and other pollinators, and their destruction has become one of 
the main issues in the world regarding food production. It is also a big issue for Auroville and the 
Bioregion.

The most common way of keeping bees is intensive, and basically unsuitable for bees. Our 
research is to find the ‘best’ beehives adapted to the climate, ‘super’ melliferous plants (melliferous: 
produce pollen and nectar that bees turn into honey), suitable water supply systems, etc. It involves 
time for studying bees and creating a network with other beekeepers and scientists.

Another purpose of this project is to share our knowledge and discoveries with the Auroville 
community (through workshops and at schools), so that we welcome and care for bees together. And
since bees can’t be separated from the rest of our environment , this sharing also creates a better 
awareness about how deeply we all are linked, and about the need for protection of the 
environment.

This work should also be shared with farmers and foresters in Auroville and in the Bioregion.

Description of project

The first and never-ending step of this project for us was to know more about bees in Auroville 
and Tamil Nadu: their needs, their behaviour, the way they multiply, etc.

In Auroville there are four types of honey bees:

◦ Apis dorsata (Rock bee)
◦ Apis florea (Dwarf honey bee)
◦ Apis cerana (Indian hive bee)
◦ Tetragonula iridipennis (Small stingless bee)

They all are very efficient pollinators and help a lot to increase yields and quality of farm 
products. We can help them to settle by providing water and food (by planting melliferous plants) all 
year round.

Two species, Apis dorsata and Apis florea, build one single comb in the open air and cannot be 
put in hives. We can only help them by creating a bee-friendly environment.

The two other species, Apis cerana and Tetragonula iridipennis, settle in cavities and so can be 
put in hives. Tetragonula iridipennis is very easy to work with. Apis cerana is more delicate and 
sensitive (it can abscond easily). Both multiply quite slowly.

Erik spent a lot of time observing feral colonies of bees in the gardens of AuroOrchard farm 
(where he works) and here and there in Auroville, to understand these honey bees' behaviours and 
needs. Meeting with beekeepers and consulting books and the internet helped a lot as well. He went
through several scientific studies about bees in Asia and India.

Two highlights of this project were the participation of an intern (Camille) working with bees at 
AuroOrchard, and a study trip to the Keystone Foundation, described below.



Camille’s internship (September 2016)
This project had help from Camille from Belgium, who worked in AuroOrchard for three 

months, specifically on beekeeping. Erik asked her to focus on the small stingless bees (studying; 
making and installing hives). She has written a report on her work at AuroOrchard (in English) and
a study on the stingless bees (in French), both available on request.

Keystone Nilgiris study trip (March 2017)
Fanny and Erik went to the Nilgiris to meet the Keystone Foundation team, especially Robert 

Leo and Justin Raj, both beekeepers and bee specialists. We had already started to work with Leo 
in 2014. Keystone is working with bees in different places in the Nilgiris: Kotagiri, Mudumalai area,
Ooty. At their campus in Kotagiri, we got to study further the 4 types of honey bees and the flora 
they like. We also learned about Keystone's global work on biodiversity, and local honey collection
from the tribals and honey processing. We went to Konavakavai valley to meet Kurumba and Irula 
tribes who used to collect honey and have started to raise bees in boxes with the help of 
Keystone. The valley has been entirely reforested by the tribal people with the help of Keystone 
for the last 25 years. Unfortunately they are facing a lot of problems with wildlife concurrence, 
like bears and elephants, in addition to the usual problems of colony diseases that are facing all 
beekeepers.

We had three more days of learning in the Mudumalai area (Sigur), where the habitat is dry 
deciduous forest. These were mostly about how to handle and manage Apis cerana in classical 
Indian beehives (but mostly equipped with topbars rather than frames). Erik even experienced 
the making of handmade queen cells which were grafted in a queenless colony in order to raise 
new queens.

We ended the trip in Ooty with a visit to the Honey & Bee Museum. We got a lot of 
information there and were much inspired by their pedagogical exhibition. We bought 
educational material that we will use with schools (a book and a DVD about Apis dorsata).

Using all that we learned and based on Erik’s experience (7 years of natural beekeeping in 
France), we made and adopted several designs of beehives for Apis cerana and Tetragonula 
iridipennis. The making of these beehives was done by New Dawn Carpentry, Svaram handicrafts, the
Merveille Gardens team and by Erik himself. These beehives are now mostly in AuroOrchard, 
because Erik's daily presence there is useful in looking after the colonies when needed: dealing with 
a swarming, an ants attack, etc.

Through observing the bees' foraging and talking to specialists, we identified more than 130 
species of melliferous plants. Among them we selected some very attractive plants to recommend, 
including Harmony creeper (Antigonon leptopus), Turnera, cosmos, Hope creeper (Jacquemontia 
pentantha), Service tree (Peltophorum pterocarpum), sesame, castor, all pumpkins, cucumbers, many
fruit trees, sunhemp, etc. We plan to publish some information about these plants, and to 
collaborate on a booklet with Leo from the Keystone Foundation.

Outcomes

Making o  f beehives
1. Apis cerana : 2 Kenyan cerana hives, 2 Warré cerana hives, 2 trunk hives, 2 Merveille design 

claypots, 4 simple claypots.
Actually only one hive (a trunk hive) is populated with a big promising bee colony that chose 
by itself to settle in this beehive. This colony was brought to AuroOrchard from the greenbelt
by Dominik and Erik in June 2015. It has already swarmed two or three times, and some 
resulting colonies settled in AuroOrchard in hollow trees. We can catch those colonies and 
install them in our made hives, which is a bit technical. We got the precious help of the 



Merveille team, and Marie came in September 2016 to help us for a colony transfer. We also 
installed 5 empty hives waiting for swarms to come or to be installed.

2. Tetragonula iridipennis: 20 wood boxes, 25 bamboo hives, 4 PVC experimental hives, 1 big 
claypot.
10 beehives have been populated and are doing very well. We collected feral colonies in the 
farm (in rotten bamboos and banyan trunks) and we put them in our hives; we made 
successful divisions. There are many feral colonies in the farm.

Pictures library work
We have taken a lot of pictures of bees in Auroville. Some of them were finished by a 

professional photographer, Fred Cebron, and Erik, after hours of shooting. 40 beautiful pictures of
local honey bees have been printed and laminated as a study material.

Work with schools
Erik gave several classes in different schools, from which almost 50 children benefited in total.

We already met some teachers to prepare a program for next school year. Sessions (given and 
planned) included:

• Last School (September 2016)
• AVM School in Chennai (two-day workshop in August 2016)
• Transition School, with class teachers Swaha and Yasmin (April 2017)
• Udavi School, with teacher Deoyani (postponed to August)
• Deepanam School, with teacher Honor (bees and pollinators study planned)

Water-providing systems
Water is crucial for the bees, especially in summer, for controlling the temperature of the 

colony. Bees do this by fanning, getting a cooling transpiration effect like we do. Bees cannot 
swim, so a system that provides water has to integrate this fact.

Observation brought us a lot of ideas, and discussions with the Keystone team also. The next 
step will be to test different designs and share the results with the community.

Melliferous plants nursery
We started a melliferous plants nursery in AuroOrchard farm with plants such as Harmony 

creeper, Turnera, Hope creeper, Acacia mellifera. It will provide plants for the farm and for those 
who would like to help the bees (schools, communities, individuals). Harmony creeper 
(Antigonon sp.) is one of the best ones, and Service tree also (Peltophorum pterocarpum): their 
blooming period is very long and they attract all the bees.

Honey Bees Poster (60 x 42 cm)
We created a poster about the four local honey bees, in order to provide people (including 

children) a study base about bees' biology, behaviour, needs, and general information. This long 
work was conducted by Fanny, Marie (Auroville Botanical Gardens), Robert Leo (Keystone 
Foundation), Fred (pictures), Honor (English) and Erik. This poster will be given to schools and 
public places that plan to do educational work with bees.

Bee Workshop at EcoPro
We gave a one-day workshop on September 10th, 2016, open to the community. We had 35 

participants. The workshop included a visit to Merveille Gardens, a guided tour about bees in 
AuroOrchard, and a debate with Sneh from Keystone Foundation back at EcoPro.

We also have been providing help and advice to people about bee colonies… which were 
mostly wasps!



Communications
A logo has been designed by Marie and Fanny. We will use it for all communications and 

printings.
Fanny, who was mostly working on coordination (SAIIER, Keystone Foundation…) and 

communication for this project, created a Facebook page in August 2016 which is very successful 
and well visited: around 130 followers and around 200 ‘likes’. 
(https://www.facebook.com/Natural-Beekeeping-in-Auroville-309169432807807/)

Reflections

Most meaningful in this project was the sharing of experiences with adults and children on the 
discovery of bees, especially the small stingless bee. Fascinating and joyful moments!

One challenge was that there were too few Apis cerana swarms, maybe because of difficult 
weather, no monsoon and severe drought.

We learned that more time is needed to multiply the colonies than we expected.

Future direction

This project will keep on going; it is being supported by funding through the Project Coordination
Group (PCG) for the next two years.

• We will improve the number of colonies through swarm catching and divisions (Apis cerana 
and Tetragonula iridipennis), and install some of them in schools, farms and communities, 
with a common agreement on the way of taking care of the colony, in a respectful natural 
way!

• We will continue studying to find efficient systems for providing water to bees in a safe way, 
and develop simple protection systems for hives (against ants, termites, cockroaches, 
squirrels, etc.).

• We will give more classes with schools, and organise workshops with people who are 
interested.

• A booklet and other materials will be published.
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