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Bee-Eating Birds (Coraciiformes: 
Meropidae) Reduce Virgin Honey Bee 

Queen Survival during Mating Flights and 
Foraging Activity of Honey Bees (Apis 

mellifera L.)  
*Mahmoud Abdu AL-Samie Mohamed Ali and **EL-Kazafy Abdou Taha  

 
Abstract- This study investigated bee-eating bird (Coraciiformes: Meropidae) predation on virgin honeybee queens in Saudi Arabia. The 
study also subsequently documented the effect of bird predation on colony strength, and foraging activity.  Data were collected during 
2011. The results indicated that bee-eating birds reduced flight survival. Eighty percent of 30 queens successfully mated when bee-eaters 

were not present in the apiary, when bee-eaters were present, only 46.67% of 30 queens successfully mated. Data also indicated no 
significant difference in the number of frames covered with adult bees in honey bee colonies during presence and absence of bee-eaters 
(6.3 and 6.8 frames of bees/colony, respectively) and frames of brood (3.0 and 2.8 frames of brood/colony, respectively. No significant 

difference was detected in the number of foraging honey bee workers gathering pollen from plant flowers when bee-eating birds were 
present or absent. This study also found that, bee-eating birds can affect the number of foragers gathering ground pollen and sugar syrup 
from dishes placed on distance (10, 75 and 150 meter) from the hives entrances. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Bee-Eating Birds are widely distributed, and 
many beekeepers regard them as serious pests. Most of 
them are migratory species that spend part of the year in 
apiaries preying on honeybees before moving to another 
area. However, during their presence in the apiary they 
produce specific sounds that honey bees can recognize 
causing them to stay in their hives. 

The European bee-eater (Merops apiaster) is a 
widely distributed species, although mainly locally 
abundant, in arid and semi-arid areas [1], [2] where it 
usually selects sandy cliffs in wadis. It is one of the few 
bird species with the ability to modify the habitat by 
digging long burrows where it breeds, therefore fitting 
to the definition of allogenic engineer {proposed by[3]}. 
They are migratory, diurnal birds that spend most of 
their time foraging for food. It is common to see them 
sitting at a perch scanning for prey. They, fly out to catch 
a prey item and then return to the perch to subdue and 
consume it [4]. These birds are often found nesting in 
colonies, but may also nest singly as well. 
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The Green Bee-eater (M. orientalis) like other 
species in the genus, bee-eaters predominantly eats 
flying insects, especially bees, wasps and ants. They 
catch their prey in the air by sorties from an open perch 
and can sometimes be nuisance to beekeeping [5]. [6] 
stated that the Green Bee-eater is a near passerine bird in 
the bee-eater family. It is resident but prone to seasonal 
movements depending on rainfall patterns and is found 
widely distributed across sub-Saharan Africa from 
Senegal and Ethiopia, the Nile valley, western Arabia 
and Asia from India to Vietnam. They also added that, 
they are the main insect eaters found in grassland, thin 
scrub and forests, and they are often found far from 
water. Riverside habitats were found to support high 
populations in southern India (157 birds per square 
kilometer) dropping off to 101 per km² in agricultural 
areas and 43-58 per square km near human habitations 
[7]. They are usually seen in small groups and often 
roost communally in large numbers (200-300 birds). The 
birds move excitedly at the roost site and call loudly, 
often explosively, and disperse before settling back to 
the roost tree [8].  

The relationship between bee-eaters and Apis sp. 
is complicated. The majority of the 24 species of bee-
eaters are known to feed mainly on honey bees (Apis 
mellifera), and they constitute an important component of 
the bird’s diet [9], [10]. [11] stated that migratory species 
of bee-eaters prey on bees in an apiary for a period of 
time and then move on to another locality. However, 
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beekeepers- in many parts of the world have problems 
with birds preying on bees in apiaries used for queen 
rearing and mating [12], [13], [14], [5]. [15] stated that 
Bradfield's swift caught honey bees (A. mellifera) in flight 
near a hive. He also reported that eight swifts at a time 
were noticed taking bees that appeared to be returning 
to the hive after foraging flights. 

Other Merops species are known sometimes to 
be important predators of A. cerana, A. florae and A. 
dorsata [16], Andrena sp. and Anthophora sp [17], and 
bumble bees, Bombus sp. [18], [16]. The bee-eaters 
sometimes consume large numbers of hornets, Vespa sp., 
and bee-wolves Philanthus sp. [16]; Coleoptera, 
Dermaptera, Diptera, Lepidoptera, Odonata, nematodes 
(Torquatoides balanocephala) and other bee predators, 
and in such circumstances, they may be of benefit to 
beekeeping [4], [18], [17], [19]. [5] stated that M. apiaster 
feed on flying insects and can sometimes be nuisance to 
bee-keepers. Their preferred prey was mostly beetles 
followed by hymenopterans. Orthopterans appear to be 
avoided [20]. They are sometimes known to take crab 
spiders [21]. [16] gave a list of all insects (over 300 
species) that have been recorded as prey of the European 
bee-eater and discussed quantitative data for 17 Merops 
species. His results concluded that honeybees 
constituted from 15 to 25% of the prey and the diet of M. 
apiaster included30% honeybees and 21% bumble bees. 
He also found that Merops species sometimes consume 
large numbers of Vespa, Philanthus, and other bee 
predators. Meanwhile, [17] made an analysis of 100 M. 
apiaster pellets and found that out of 1864 prey items 
identified, 1290 were honeybees (69%), 26 were Andrena 
sp., three were Anthophora sp., and there were 168 
unidentified bees. The remaining prey consisted of 13.8% 
Coleoptera, 3% Diptera, 2% non-apid Hymenoptera, and 
less than 1% Odonata, Lepidoptera and Dermaptera. [19] 
studied bee-eaters at sites in southern and central 
Slovakia. Samples of pellets and food remains revealed 
the presence of 1786 prey objects from over 160 insect 
species. Although diet diversity was high, honey bees 
were (28.2-42.4%) and bumble bees, Bombus spp. (16.1-
39.5%), constituted the main part of the diet at all sites. It 
also concluded that of the honey bees (A. mellifera) 
caught, 53.5% were drones and 46.5% were workers.  

European bee-eaters' diet consists of bees 
ranging in size from large to small (Hymenoptera), but 
also includes dragonflies (Odonata) and other flying 
insects [22], [23].  

Analysis of active European bee-eaters' nests 
detected several species of mites (chicken mites, tropical 
fowl mites) and larvae of Diptera, beetles 
(Tenebrionidae), and moths and butterflies 
(Lepidoptera) [2]. 

Foraging activities of honeybees on different 
flowering plants were studied by [24], [25], [26], [27], 
[28]. [29] found that foraging activity of worker honey 

bees was significantly higher at 8 am than 10 pm in the 
Central Region of Saudi Arabia.  

The aim of the present study is to answer an 
important question that has fascinated both scientists 
and beekeepers, and that question is Do bee-eating birds 
affect the mating of virgin queens in mating apiaries, 
and do they affect the  colony strength and foraging 
activities of honey bees during their activities in the 
apiaries?. 
 

2 MATERIALS AND METHODS 

2.1 Experimental Design 

Experiment was carried out on native honey bee 
colonies (A. mellifera jementica Ruttner) during 2011 at the 
Queen Rearing and Honey Bee Nuclei production belong 
to Agricultural Extension Department, Ministry of 
Agriculture, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 

2.2 Mating of virgin queens during presence and 
absence of bee-eaters 

Sixty virgin queens in sixty honey bee mating 
nuclei were used for this experiment. Each nucleus 
contained two frames of brood and two honey-pollen 
combs. The adult bee workers covered four frames on 
both sides. One day after preparing the nuclei, newly 
emerged sister virgin queens were introduced 
individually to the nuclei. The nuclei were examined to 
destroy any natural queen cells and to release the virgin 
queens for flying and mating. Sugar syrup (1:1) was 
provided to feed the nuclei continuously. Inspection on 
nuclei was made daily to observe mating process and the 
occurrence of eggs in the comb. The numbers of virgin 
queens were kept at 60 by introducing newly emerged 
virgin queens to honey bee nuclei that lost their queens 
during introduction. The 60 nuclei with virgin queens 
were randomly divided into two groups; each group had 
30 nuclei as follows: 

a- The first group was divided during the presence 
of bee-eaters in the apiaries in April, 2011; the 
queens were released three days after dividing 
for queen mating.  

b- The second group was divided during absence 
of bee-eaters from the apiaries in May, 2011; and 
the queens were released three days after 
dividing for queen mating. 

The number of mated and lost queens for each group 
was recorded. 

2.3 Honey bee colony strength during presence 
and absence of bee-eaters 

Twenty honey bee colonies were selected for 
studying colony strength during presence and absence of 
bee-eaters. Each colony contained five frames of bees 
and two frames of brood. Mean numbers of frames 
covered with adult bees and frames of brood were 
estimated and recorded at end of the experiment.  
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2.4 Pollen foraging activity during presence and 
absence of bee-eaters 

Twenty honey bee colonies were selected for 
studying foraging activity for gathering pollen from 
plant flowers during presence and absence of bee-eaters. 
Foraging activity was estimated by counting all the 
returning workers (foragers) loaded with pollen grains 
that entered to their hives during ten minutes of 
observation. The counts were repeated three times 
during presence of bee-eaters in the apiaries on April 5, 
12 and 19, 2011 and during their absence from the 
apiaries on May 15, 22 and 29, 2011.  

2.5 Foraging activity for gathering ground bee-
pollen placed on different distances during 
presence and absence of bee-eaters 

Ground bee-pollen was spread out onto flat 
aluminum plates, each plate measured (50 cm in 
diameter and 4 cm depth). Twelve plates were divided 
into three groups, and each group contained four plates. 
The plates in each group were placed in a line at the east 
side of the apiary (in front of the entrances of the bees 
hives), and the distance between each plate in each 
group in each row was 20 meters. The first group was 
placed at a distance of 10 meters in front of the apiary, 
the second one was placed at 75 m and the last one was 
placedon150 m. The ground bee-pollen was added 
continually during this experiment, the numbers of 
honey bee workers that gathered ground bee-pollen on 
their body-hair and on their legs were counted on the 
plates for five minutes three times/day (7, 11 am and 5 
pm). This process was repeated three times during the 
presence of bee-eaters in the apiaries on October 2, 9 and 
16, 2011 and during their absence from the apiary on 
November 5, 12 and 19, 2011. 

2.6 Foraging activity for gathering sugar syrup 
placed on different distances during presence and 
absence of bee-eaters 

Sugar syrup (1:1) was prepared and added 
continuously during this experiment in plastic dishes (40 
cm in diameter and 16 cm depth) supplied with wood 
sticks to float on the syrup to keep honey bees from 
drowning in the syrup. Twelve dishes were divided into 
three groups, and each group contained four dishes. 
Dishes were placed in a line in east side of the apiary; the 
distance between each dish in each group in each row 
was 20 m. The first group was placed at a distance of 10 
m in front of the apiary, the second group was 
placedon75 m and the last one was placed at distance 
of150 m. The numbers of workers gathering sugar syrup 
from the dishes were counted for five minutes three 
times/day (7, 11 am and 5 pm).This process was 
repeated three times during presence of bee-eaters in the 
apiaries (October 2, 9 and 16, 2011), and during their 
absence from them (November 5, 12 and 19, 2011).The 
dishes with sugar syrup were placed on stands to protect 
them from ants, crawling insects and other animals.  

2.7 Data Analysis 

All data were analyzed using SAS PROC GLM 
ver. 9.1.3 [30].  ANOVA tests were performed to 
calculate P-values, and Least Significant Difference 
(LSD) tests (α: 0.05) were performed for means 
separation. 
 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Mating of virgin queens during presence and 
absence of bee-eaters 

Data illustrated in Fig. (1) indicated that bee-
eaters negatively affected the mating of virgin queens. 
The number and percentage of queen mating were 
significantly higher during absence of bee-eaters from 
the apiaries (24 and 80%) than that occurred during their 
presence in the apiary (14 and 46.67%).The data also 
indicated that out of sixty virgin queens; six queens were 
lost through mating flights during absence of bee-eaters 
from the apiary; meanwhile, 16 queens were lost through 
mating flights during the presence of bee-eaters in the 
apiary. 

 

 
 

Fig (1): Number and Percentage of mated queens during 
presence and absence of bee-eaters  

 

3.2 Honey bee colony strength during presence 
and absence of bee-eaters 

Data presented in Table (1) indicated that no significant 
difference was found in frames covered with adult bees 
and frames of brood in honey bee colonies during 
presence and absence of bee-eaters. The mean number of 
frames of bees was (6.30.18 and 6.8±0.16 frames of 
bees/colony) during the presence and absence of bee-
eaters, respectively, and the mean numbers of frames of 
brood were (3.0±0.00 and 2.83±0.16 frames of 

46.67

80
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brood/colony) during presence and absence of bee-
eaters, respectively. 

TABLE 1 
Mean number of frames of bees and frames of brood 
during presence and absence of bee-eaters from the 
apiaries (Means ± S.E). 
 

Aspects Frames of bees Frames of brood 

Presence of bee-eaters 6.33  ±  0.18a 3.000 ± 0.00a 

Absence of bee-eaters 6.83 ±  0.16a 2.833 ± 0.16a 

L.S.D. at 0.05 0.599 0.371 

N= 10; within column, means followed by the same letters are not 
significantly different  

3.3 Pollen foraging activity during presence and 
absence of bee-eaters 

Table (2) showed that there was no significant 
difference in number of honey bee workers (foragers) 
entered their colonies loaded with pollen grains through 
the three inspection periods during presence and 
absence of bee-eaters. The mean number of foragers 
entered their colonies loaded with pollen grains was 
(108.3±17.18 and 147.00±20.67; 223.0±26.27 and 
203.8±26.86, and 168.0±0.00and 132.0±0.00 
forager/colony), during presence and absence of bee-
eaters through the first (F= 1.25, df= 19, P> 0.01), second 
(F= 0.67, df= 19, P> 0.01), and third (F= 1.87, df= 19, P> 
0.01) duration, respectively. 

 
TABLE 2 

Mean number of foraging honey bee workers entered 
their colonies loaded with pollen grains three durations 
during presence and absence of bee-eaters from the 
apiaries (Means ± S.E) 

N= 10; within column, means followed by the same 
letters are not significantly different 
  

3.4 Foraging activity for gathering ground bee-
pollen placed on different distances during 
presence and absence of bee-eaters 

Data in Table (3) showed that bee-eaters 
sometimes negatively affected gathering ground bee 
pollen and sometimes not. In the first inspection 
duration, on distance 10 m from the hives entrances, the 
number of bee workers gathered ground pollen from the 
plates was significantly higher during absence of bee-
eaters (7.67±0.88, 16.67±1.20 and 23.00±1.16 
worker/plate) than it was during presence of them in the 
apiary (4.00±58, 5.67±0.67 and 16.00±1.16 worker/plate) 
at 7, 11 am and 5 pm, respectively. The same trend was 
obtained on distance of 75 and 150 m at 11 am and 5 pm, 
where the number was (11.67±0.67 and 18.67±0.88, and 
10.67±1.67 and 18.00±2.52 worker/plate) during absence 
of bee-eaters as compared with (5.00±0.00 and 
11.33±1.45, and 3.00±0.58 and 10.33±0.33 worker/plate) 
during their presence on 75 and 150 m at 11 am and 5 
pm, respectively. No significant difference was found 
during their presence and their absence on distance of 75 
and 150 m at 7 am. 

In the second inspection duration the bee-eater 
seemed to be weren't affect the foraging activity for 
gathering ground bee-pollen placed on different 
distances, where there was no significant difference in 
number of workers gathered ground bee-pollen on 
distance 10, 75 and 150 m at 7, 11 am and 5 pm. except 
on distance 150 m at 5 pm it was significantly higher 
during absence of bee-eaters than it was during their 
presence (27.00±1.53 and 11.67±0.33 worker/plate), 
during absence and presence of bee-eaters, respectively, 
(F= 96.18, df= 11, P< 0.01). 

In the third inspection duration the mean 
number of honey bee workers recorded gathering 
ground bee-pollen was significantly high during 
presence of bee-eaters in the apiaries on distance 10, 75 
and 150 m at 7 am and 5 pm. Meanwhile, it was 
significantly high during their absence from the apiaries 
on distance 10 and 75 m at 11 am, but no significant 
difference was found in ground bee-pollen gathering 
during presence and absence of bee-eaters on distance 
150 m at 11 am (6.00±0.58 and 8.00±1.16 worker/plate), 
during presence and absence of bee-eaters, respectively 
(F= 2.40, df= 11, P> 0.01) (Table 3). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Aspects  No. of incoming bee workers loaded with 
pollen grains 

1st duration  2nd duration  3rd duration 

Presence of 
bee-eaters 

108.33 
± 

17.18a 

223.00 
± 

26.27a 

168.00 
± 

17.40a 
Absence of 
bee-eaters 

147.00 
± 

20.67a 

203.80 
± 

26.86a 

132.00 
± 

15.21a 

L.S.D. at 
0.05 

66.061 99.509 58.588 
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TABLE 3 
Mean number of bee workers gathered ground bee-
pollen placed on different distances (10, 75 and 150 
meters) from the hives entrances, three times/day (7, 11 
am and 5 pm) during presence and absence of bee-eaters 
from the apiaries (Means ± S.E) 
 

Duration 
 

Dista

nce 

No. of bee worker gathered ground bee-pollen 

7 am 11 am 5 pm 

Presen
ce 

Absen
ce 

Presenc
e 

Absence Presence Absence 

1st 

duration 
 

10 m 4.00 

± 
0.58b 

7.67 

± 
0.88a 

5.67 

± 
0.67b 

16.67 

± 
1.20a 

16.00 

± 
1.16b 

23.00 

± 
1.16a 

(2.927) (3.816) (4.534) 

75 m 5.67 
± 

0.67a 

5.33 
± 

00.67a 

5.00 
± 

0.00b 

11.67 
± 

0.67a 

11.33 
± 

1.45b 

18.67 
± 

0.88a 
(2.6177) (1.851) (4.719) 

150 
m 

7.33 
± 

0.88a 

7.67 
± 

0.33a 

3.00 
± 

0.58b 

10.67 
± 

1.67a 

10.33 
± 

0.33b 

18.00 
± 

2.52a 
(2.6177) (4.897) (7.048) 

2nd 
duration 

 

10 m 12.67 
± 

1.20a 

14.33 
± 

1.77a 

11.33 
± 

1.86a 

13.00 
± 

2.08a 

24.00 
± 

1.16a 

24.67 
± 

0.67a 

(5.926) (7.743) (3.702) 
75 m 11.00 

± 
0.58a 

9.00 

± 
1.16a 

9.00 

± 
1.16a 

5.33 

± 
0.88a 

18.67 

± 
1.45a 

21.00 

± 
1.00a 

(3.584) (4.034) (4.897) 
150 

m 

9.67 

± 
1.20a 

11.33 

± 
0.88a 

7.33 

± 
0.88a 

6.67 

± 
1.45a 

11.67 

± 
0.33b 

27.00 

± 
1.53a 

(4.139) (4.719) (4.341) 
3rd 

duration 
 

10 m 36.33 

± 
1.77a 

22.00 

± 
1.73b 

11.67 

± 
0.33b 

21.00 

± 
1.16a 

34.33 

± 
1.77a 

16.67 

± 
0.6b 

(6.864) (3.337) (5.235) 
75 m 18.67 

± 

1.20a 

10.67 
± 

0.67b 

8.33 
± 

0.33b 

14.67 
± 

1.33a 

22.67 
± 

0.33a 

13.33 
± 

0.88b 
(3.816) (3.816) (2.618) 

150 
m 

20.33 
± 

0.33a 

10.00 
± 

0.00b 

6.00 
± 

0.58a 

8.00 
± 

1.16a 

23.33 
± 

1.20a 

12.67 
± 

2.03b 

(0.926) (3.584) (6.544) 

N= 12; values between brackets are L.S.D. at 0.05 
Within row, pairs of means followed by the same letters are 
not significantly different  

3.5 Foraging activity for gathering sugar syrup 
placed on different distances during presence and 
absence of bee-eaters 

As shown in Table (4) through the first 
inspection duration no significant difference was found 
in mean number of honey bee workers recorded 
gathering sugar syrup placed on distance 10, 75 and 150 
m at 7am during presence and absence of bee-eaters. 
Meanwhile, this number was significantly higher during 
absence of bee-eaters from the apiaries on distance 10 
and 75 m at 11 am and 5 pm, where the mean number 
was (706.67±14.55 and 449.33±12.25, and 509.00±8.51 and 
202.67±2.67 worker/dish), as compared with 
(505.33±4.38 and 327.33±12.68, and 344.00±3.66 and 
142.67±6.37 worker/dish) during their presence in the 
apiaries at 11 am and 5 pm, respectively. On the other 

hand the mean number of foragers workers for gathering 
sugar syrup was significantly higher during presence of 
bee-eaters on 150 m at 11 am and 5 pm (252.00±5.20 and 
229.67±6.65 worker/dish) (F= 34.13, df= 11, P< 0.01) as 
compared with (206.33±5.85 and 201.00±4.59 
worker/dish) (F= 12.62, df= 11, P< 0.05). 

In the second inspection duration the mean 
number of foragers workers for gathering sugar syrup 
was significantly high during absence of bee-eaters at 7 
am on distance 10 m (595.67±10.35 worker/dish), as 
compared with (498.33±13.03 worker/dish) during 
presence of bee-eater (F= 34.30, df= 11, P< 0.01). On 
distance 75 m no significant difference was found in 
sugar syrup gathering during presence and absence of 
bee-eaters (122.67±3.27 and 113.67±3.18 worker/dish), 
respectively (F= 3.39, df= 11, P> 0.01). Meanwhile it was 
significantly higher during presence of bee-eaters at 7 am 
on distance of 150 m (177.33±6.37 and 120.33±4.34 
worker/dish), during presence and absence of bee-
eaters, respectively (F= 54.86, df= 11, P<0.01). At 11 am 
the sugar syrup gathering was significantly higher 
during presence of bee-eaters on distance 10 m 
(722.33±14.90 and 596.67±8.83 worker/dish), during 
presence and absence of bee-eaters (F= 52.78, df= 11, 
P<0.01), and on distance 75 m (512.33±19.23 and 
413.00±6.03 worker/dish) (F= 24.36, df= 11, P< 0.01). On 
distance 150 m it was significantly higher during absence 
of bee-eaters from the apiary (113.00±3.22 worker/dish), 
as compared with (67.00±2.00 worker/dish) during their 
presence (F= 53.17, df= 11, P< 0.01). At 5 pm the syrup 
gathering was significantly higher during presence of 
bee-eaters on distance 10 m (415.67±9.15 and 
325.67±12.21 worker/plate), during presence and 
absence of bee-eaters, respectively (F= 34.88, df= 11, P< 
0.01), and on 150 m (175.67±3.18 and 151.00±1.16 
worker/dish) (F= 53.17, df= 11, P< 0.01). Meanwhile, no 
significant difference in number of foragers workers 
gathering sugar syrup during presence and absence of 
bee-eaters on distance 75 m (217.33±3.72 and 196.00±8.73 
worker/dish) (F= 5.07, df= 11, P> 0.05). 

In the third inspection duration at 7 am, the 
mean number of workers recorded gathering sugar 
syrup was significantly high during absence of bee-
eaters on distance 75 m (114.00±1.00 and 60±2.89 
worker/dish) (F= 312.43, df= 11, P <0.01), and on150 m 
(101.67±1.77 and 48.33±3.85 worker/dish) during 
absence and presence of bee-eaters, respectively (F= 
159.01, df= 11, P< 0.01), meanwhile no significant 
difference was found in foragers workers for gathering 
sugar syrup during presence and absence of bee-eaters 
on distance 10 m (420.67±31.24 and 353.33±8.83 
worker/dish) (F= 4.31, df= 11, P> 0.01). At 11 m, it was 
significantly high during absence of bee-eaters on 
distance 10 m (497.67±2.85 and 435.33±20.13 
worker/dish) (F= 9.43, df= 11, P< 0.05) and on 75 m 
(208.67±5.79 and 148.33±6.02 worker/dish) (F= 52.33, df= 
11, P< 0.05) during absence and presence of bee-eaters, 



International Journal of Scientific & Engineering Research Volume 3, Issue 6, June-2012                                                                                       6 
ISSN 2229-5518 
 

IJSER © 2012 

http://www.ijser.org 

respectively, while it was significantly higher during 
presence of bee-eaters on distance 150 m (124.33±3.39 
and 104.33±3.53 worker/dish) during presence and 
absence of bee-eaters, respectively (F= 16.74, df= 11, P< 
0.05).  

TABLE 4 
Mean number of bee workers gathered sugar syrup 
placed on different distances (10, 75 and 150 meters) 
from the hives entrances, three times (7, 11 am and 5 
pm), during presence and absence of bee-eaters in the 
apiaries (Means ± S.E) 

 
Duration 

 
Distance 

No. of bee worker gathered sugar syrup 

7 am 11 am 5 pm 

Presence   Absence  Presence   Absence  Presence   Absence 

1st 

duration 
 

10 m 221.00 

± 
15.00a 

196.00 

± 
6.51a 

505.33 

± 
4.38b 

706.67 

± 
14.55a 

327.33 

± 
12.68b 

449.33 

± 
12.25a 

(45.339) (42.127) (48.902) 

75 m 110.00 
± 

1.16a 

98.33 
± 

6.07a 

344.00 
± 

3.06b 

509.00 
± 

8.51a 

142.67 
± 

6.37b 

202.67 
± 

2.67a 

(17.14) (25.091) (19.147) 

150 m 210.33 
± 

6.13a 

198.67 
± 

9.25a 

252.00 
± 

5.20a 

206.33 
± 

5.85b 

229.67 
± 

6.65a 

201.00 
± 

4.59b 

(30.778) (21.704) (22.404) 

2nd 
duration 

 

10 m 498.33 
± 

13.03b 

595.67 
± 

10.35a 

722.33 
± 

14.90a 

596.67 
± 

8.83b 

415.67 
± 

9.15a 

325.67 
± 

12.21b 

46.144 48.027 42.31 

75 m 122.67 

± 
3.27a 

113.67 

± 
3.18a 

512.33 

± 
19.23a 

413.00 

± 
6.03b 

217.33 

± 
3.72a 

196.00 

± 
8.73a 

(13.57) (55.883) (26.307) 

150 m 177.33 

± 
6.37a 

120.33 

± 
4.34b 

67.00 

± 
2.00b 

113.00 

± 
3.22a 

175.67 

± 
3.18a 

151.00 

± 
1.16b 

(21.366) (10.511) (9.393) 

3rd 
duration 

 

10 m 420.67 
± 

31.24a 

353.33 
± 

8.83a 

435.33 
± 

20.13b 

497.67 
± 

2.85a 

205.00 
± 

5.57a 

209.67 
± 

5.24a 

90.034 56.371 21.226 

75 m 60.00 
± 

2.89b 

114.00 
± 

1.00a 

148.333 
± 

6.02b 

208.67 
± 

5.79a 

167.00 
± 

2.00a 

124.333 
± 

4.64b 

(8.482) (23.156) (14.005) 

150 m 48.33 
± 

3.85b 

101.67 
± 

1.77a 

124.33 
± 

3.39a 

104.33 
± 

3.53b 

113.00 
± 

2.52b 

125.67 
± 

3.18a 

(11.743) (13.570) (11.259) 

N= 12; values between brackets are L.S.D. at 0.05 
Within row, pairs of means followed by the same letters 
are not significantly different  

At 5 pm no significant difference found in mean number 
of foraging workers for gathering sugar syrup during 
presence and absence of bee-eaters on distance 10 m 
(205.00±5.57 and 209.67±5.24 worker/dish) (F= 4.31, df= 
11, P>0.05). It was significantly high during presence of 
bee-eaters on distance 75 m (167.00±2.00 and 124.33±4.64 
worker/dish) during presence and absence of bee-eaters, 
respectively (F= 71.55, df= 11, P<0.01). Meanwhile, it was 
significantly high during absence of bee-eaters on 
distance 150 m (113.00±2.52 and 125.67±3.18 
worker/dish) (F= 9.76, df= 11, P< 0.05) (Table 4). 

 
 

4 DISCUSSION 
In the Central Region of Saudi Arabia there are 

three migratory species of bee-eating birds 
(Coraciiformes: Meropidae) that attack honey bees near 
apiaries, these species are; European bee-eater (Merops 
apiaster Linnaeus 1758); Olive bee-eater (Merops 
superciliosus Linnaeus 1766) and Green bee-eater (Merops 
orientalis Latham 1802), these species are found in the 
apiaries two times during the year, in spring and in 
autumn [31]. 

The current data show that the bee-eaters 
negatively affected queen mating, where the number 
and percentage of queen mating were significantly 
higher during absence of bee-eaters from the apiaries as 
compared with when they were present. These findings 
agree with data obtained by [32], [12], [13], [18] revealed 
that the prey species were generally more than 10 mm in 
length, and found that bee-eaters select their prey 
according to size and mode of flight, and data obtained 
by [33] found no virgin queens were lost during mating 
flights in February but up to 40% were lost in April, 
October and November, and queen mating success 
varied from 92% to less than 18% depending on 
predation by birds (Merops sp), and  data obtained by 
[34] stated that European bee-eaters cause significant 
damage to a hive if they prey upon the queen, and [35] 
found that the birds that preyed on drones were widely 
distributed and not in a specific way. 

Our results also indicated that the bee-eaters did 
not significantly affect honey bee colony strength and 
foraging activity for gathering pollen from flowers, since 
no significant differences were found in numbers of 
frames covered with adult bees, frames of brood, or in 
collecting pollen grains from lowers during presence or 
absence of bee- eaters. However, collection of ground 
pollen and sugar syrup placed at different distances 
from the hives entrances resulted in variable results. 
These findings are in agreement with the findings of [18] 
reared a pair of European bee-eaters and described adult 
foraging behavior. In an examination of pellets from the 
nest, 855 prey items were found, of which bumble bees 
were the commonest (44.1% of total), followed by 
honeybees (27.5%), beetles (9.0%) and wasps (7.0%) [16] 
found that honeybees constituted from 15 to 25% of the 
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prey and the diet of M. apiaster [36] recorded 10 bird 
species from eight families belonging to three orders 
attacking agricultural crops in Northern Iraq included 
the bee-eaters, M. supercili osuspersicus and M. apiaster, 
and [37] found that the maximum number of workers 
found in the stomach of bee-eater was only 25 
individuals. 

Our findings do not agree with [31] stated that 
serious losses result from the activities of birds, and from 
[17] made an analysis of 100 M. apiaster pellets and found 
that honeybees were 69% of their diet, and [19] who 
studied samples of pellets and food remains of bee-
eaters and found that honey bees were 28.2-42.4% of 
their diet.  He also found that of the honey bees (A. 
mellifera) caught, 53.5% were drones and 46.5% workers, 
[38] reported that the bee-eaters may be particularly 
dangerous to the beekeeping operation because of the 
tendency of some species to attack bees in an apiary in 
flocks of up to 250 birds [4] found that M. pusillus feeds 
close to the ground as a flycatcher, returning to a perch 
after each feeding attempt, and that their food remains 
showed that the diet in the breeding season consisted of 
a wide variety of insects 4.5-35 mm long; 57% were 
Hymenoptera, of which 57% were Apoidea (mainly 
honeybees and Trigona), and the remainder were mostly 
Coleoptera, Diptera and Odonata, and data by [5] who 
found that the green bee-eater M. orientalis orientalis prey 
upon foraging honey bees (A. mellifera) in large numbers 
near an apiary during the dearth period and were seen 
near the foraging sites of the bees in the flowering 
period. He also found that the prey efficiency of the 
birds capture was exceptionally high near the apiary, 
and concluded that the bee-eater a serious predator of 
honey bees. 

We conclude that serious honey bee losses can 
occur due to predation of bee-eating birds feeding near 
apiaries. Their feeding is particularly hazardous to 
queens taking their mating flight. We also conclude that 
queen rearing apiarist should avoid establishing mating 
apiaries in areas frequented by bee-eating birds. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

We wish to express our sincere thanks to Prof. 
Dr. Ellis, the professor of Apiculture, Department of 
Economic Entomology, University of Nebraska, Lincoln, 
USA. for reviewing this manuscript. 

REFERENCE 

[1] S. Cramp, "Handbook of the birds of Europe, the 
Middle east and North Africa". Vol. IV. Oxford 
University Press, Oxford UK, 960 pp, 1985. 

[2] A. Casas-Crivlle, and F. Valera, "The European bee-
eater (Merops apiaster) as an ecosystem engineer 
in arid environments". J. of Arid Environments 
60(2): 227-238, 2005.  

[3] C. G. Jones, J. H. Lawton, and M. Shachak,  
"Organisms as ecosystem engineers". Oikos  69, 
373-386, 1994. 

[4] R. J. C. Douthwaite, and H. Fry, "Food and feeding 
behavior of the little bee-eater Merops pusillus in 
relation to tsetse fly control by insecticides". 
Biological Conservation 23(1), 71-78, 1982. 

[5] R. C. Sihag, "The green bee-eater Merops orientalis 
orientalis Latham I. Seasonal activity, population 
density, feeding capacity and bee capture 
efficiency in the apiary of honey bee, Apis 
mellifera L. in Haryana (India)". Korean J. of 
Apicult. 8(1), 5-9, 1993.  

[6] C. H. Fry, and K. Fry "Kingfishers, Bee-Eaters and 
Rollers". A Handbook, Princeton University 
Press, 1992. ISBN 0713680288.   

[7] S. Asokan, K. Thiyagesan, R. Nagarajan, and R. 
Kanakasabai, "Studies on Merops orientalis 
Latham 1801 with special reference to its 
population in Mayiladuthurai, Tamil Nadu.".J. 
of Environm. Biol. 24 (4), 477–482, 2003.  

[8] D. B. Bastawde, "The roosting habits of Green Bee-
eater Merops orientalis orientalis Latham." J. 
Bombay Nat. Hist. Soc. 73 (1), 215, 1976. 

[9] C. H. Fry, "The recognition and treatment of 
venomous and nonvenomous insects by small 
bee-eaters". Ibis III, 23-29, 1969a. 

[10] C. H. Fry "The evaluation and systematic of bee-
eaters (Meropidae)". Ibis III, 555-592, 1969b.  

[11] T. Ambrose, "Birds" (In honey Bee Pests, Predators 
and Diseases, R. A. Morse, ed.) Cornell Univ. 
Press, Ithaca, New York, pp. 221-226, 1978. 

[12] A. I. Root, "The ABC and XYZ of bee culture, 35th 
ed. Revised by E. R. Root, H. H. Root , and J. A. 
Root, A. I. Root Company, Medina, Ohio, 1974.  

[13] T. A. Gochnauer, B. Furgala, and H. Shimanuki, 
"Diseases and enemies of the honey bee". In the 
hive and the honey bee. Dadant and Sons, eds. 
Hamilton, Illinois, U.S.A, 1975). 

[14] R. C. Sihag, "Ecology of European honeybee (Apis 
mellifera L.) in semi-arid sub-tropical climates. 2. 
Seasonal incidence of diseases, pests, predators 
and enemies". Korean J. of Apicult. 6(1), 16-26, 
1991.  

[15] R. Loutit, "Bradfield's Swift Apus bradfieldi Feeding 
on Bees". Madoqua, 12(2), p. 125, 1980.  

[16] C. H. Fry, "Honeybee predation by bee-eaters with 
economic considerations". Bee World 64(2), 65-78, 
1983.  

[17] C, Martinez, "Notes on the diet of the bee-eater, 
Merops apiaster, at a colony in central Spain". 
Alauda 52, 1, 45-50, 1984. 

[18] A. Helbig, "The feeding ecology of a pair of 
European bee-eaters (Merops apiaster) in NW 
Germany". Vogel welt 103 (5), 161-177, 1982. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Standard_Book_Number
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0713680288


International Journal of Scientific & Engineering Research Volume 3, Issue 6, June-2012                                                                                       8 
ISSN 2229-5518 
 

IJSER © 2012 

http://www.ijser.org 

[19] A. Kristin, "Breeding biology and diet of the bee-
eater (Merops apiaster) in Slovakia". Biologia 
Bratislava 49(2), 273-279, 1994. 

[20] S. Asokan, "Food and feeding habits of the small 
green bee-eater Merops orientalis in 
Mayiladuthurai". J. of Ecobiology 10(3), 199–204, 
1998.  

[21] K. Lavkumar, "Little Green Bee-eater, Merops 
orientalis Latham feeding on crabs". J. of Bombay 
Natural. History Society 92 (1), 121, 1995.. 

[22] J. Krebs, and M. Avery, "Chick growth and prey 
quality in the European Bee-eater (Merops 
apiaster)". Oecologia, 64(3), 363-368, 1984.  

[23] M .Burton, and R. Burton, "Bee-eaters". Pp. 180 in B. 
Hoare, T. Cooke, eds. International Wildlife 
Encyclopedia, Vol. 1, Third Edition. Terrytown, 
New York: Marshall Cavendish, 2002.  

[24] S. Rashad, M. A. Ewies, and A. A. El-Shemy, "The 
relationship between plant competition and 
foraging honeybees at Giza Egypt". Annals 
Agriculture Science Moshtohor 20, 146-154, 1983a. 

[25] S. Rashad, M. A. Ewies, and A. A. El-Shemy, "The 
relationship between bees activity and varietal 
citrus aspects at Giza Egypt". Annals Agriculture 
Science Moshtohor 20, 167-183, 1983b. 

[26] M. O. M. Omar, M. H. Hussein, S. H. Mannaa, and 
A. M. Moustafa, "Effect of day time and seasons 
on foraging and pollen gathering of honeybee 
(Apis mellifera L.)".  4th National Conference of 
Pests and Diseases Vegetables and Fruits in 
Egypt and Arab Countries, Ismailia, Egypt 267-
279, 1992a. 

[27] M. O. M. Omar, M. H. Hussein, Y. A. Darwish, and 
M. A. Abdallah, "Activity of flies and bees on 
flowering Cumin, Caraway and Anise and their 
relation to weather factors in Assiut and Sohag 
regions". 4th National Conference of Pests and 
Diseases Vegetables and Fruits in Egypt and 
Arab Countries, Ismailia, Egypt 256-266, 1992b. 

[28] M. O. M. Omar, M. K. Ali, and A. S. A. Abdel-Hafez, 
"Honeybee foraging behavior in relation to the 
activity of the Bee-eater". Assiut J. of Agric. Sci., 
25(1), 3-11, 1994. 

[29] A.S. Alqarni, "Tolerance of summer temperature in 
imported and indigenous honeybee, Apis 
mellifera L. races in Central Saudi Arabia". Saudi 
J. Biolo Sci. 13(2), 123-127, 2006. 

[30] SAS, " SAS ®" 9.1.3 Language reference: dictionary, 
volumes 1, 2, and 3.  SAS Institute Inc., Cary, 
NC, 2004. 

[31] M. A. M. Ali, "Definition, Survey, Monitoring and 
Efficiency of Directions of Bird-Trapping Nets for 
Trapping the Bee-eating Birds (Merops: Meropidae) 
Attacking Honey Bee Colonies". International J. of 
Scientific and Engineering Res. 3(1), 1-8, 2012. 

[32] J. E. Eckert, and R. Shaw, "Beekeeping", Macmillan, 
New York, 1960. 

[33] M. S.A. El-Sarrag, "Studies of some factors affecting 
rearing of queen honeybees (Apis mellifera L.) 
under Riyadh conditions". Research Bulletin of 
Agricultural Research, College of Agriculture, 
King Saud University 41, 30, 1993. 

[34] A . Al-Ghzawi, S .Zaitoun, and H .Shannag, 
"Incidence and geographical distribution of 
Honeybee (Apis mellifera L.) pests in Jordan". 
Ann. Soc. Entomology Fr., 45(3), 305-308, 2009.  

[35] H. M. Kärcher, P. H. W .Biedermann, N. 
Hrassniggand, and K. Crailsheim, "Predator-
prey interaction between drones of Apis mellifera 
carnica and insectivorous birds". Apidologie 39, 
302-309, 2008. 

[36] A. H. Amin, and N.M Al-Mallah, "Preliminary 
survey of some bird species attacking 
agricultural crops in Northern Iraq". Arab J. of 
Plant Protection 3(2), 98-100, 1985. 

[37] A. El-Badwey, "Beekeeping in Saudi Arabia". 
Ministry of Agriculture and Water, Saudi 
Arabia, 1985. 

[38] T. A Atakishive, "Birds that prey on bees (in 
Russian)". Pchelovodstvo, (3), 32-33, 1970. 


