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by Sylvia Dekker

If you’re like me, your world is about as big as your bee 
yard when you’re elbow deep in a hive. Nothing matters 
beyond the latest varroa infestation or a new queen’s 
beautiful brood pattern.

Turns out beekeeping is bigger than all that. Bees 
Abroad and the women of Kisoro, Uganda, should know. 

World leaders in the practical relief of poverty through 
beekeeping, Bees Abroad is a UK charity made up of 
volunteer beekeepers who are taking their knowledge and 
skills beyond their own bee yards. From over 20 years 
of work worldwide, the folks at Bees Abroad realize that 
beekeeping has the power to change women’s lives. The 
sweet profits can reverse poverty, improve food security 
and help with education costs. Often, bees are the gateway 
to a bright independent future they would have never 
imagined for themselves.

My dad told me when I was younger that beekeeping 
was the perfect way to farm. The capital required to 
begin beekeeping pales in comparison to land prices and 
beekeeping wouldn’t require buying land. He also said that 
women make better beekeepers as they are more detail 
oriented and have more patience. 

My Ugandan contact, Christine, agrees. She believes 
that in communities like hers, “beekeeping should be done 
majorly by women. [The] majority of agricultural work 
[in Uganda] is done by women. When women know the 
relationship between agriculture and beekeeping, they 
will appreciate it more and do both activities with more 
passion. [The] majority of women here are uneducated, 
unemployed and they don’t own land. Beekeeping does 
not need a lot of land to be carried out. It does not need 
too much time since it can be done in the evenings or early 
in the mornings. Beekeeping is therefore the only venture 
through which they can be self-sustainable and financially 
independent.”

In underprivileged families - if there is enough money 
for school - male children generally are chosen to attend. 
If a girl is lucky enough to be sent to school, domestic 
responsibilities such as fetching water and farm work 
prevent focus on schoolwork. 

39 year old Christine Ryumugabe Kamanzi is one of the 
few people in her community who has a bachelor’s degree. 
She studied Community Leadership and Development 
and has been a beekeeper for two years. As an educated 
woman in a society where women are marginalized, she 
feels strongly that beekeeping and women are a perfect 
match.

Kisoro district, located in southwestern Uganda, Africa, 
is a beautiful place with a bee friendly climate and is full 
of friendly people. But Christine says, “[the] majority of 
the people in Kisoro do not earn $8 a week yet they have 
families to feed, send to schools and to hospital when they 
are sick.”

“The challenges faced by women are the same 
challenges shared [by the community]. However, women 
suffer more because they don’t own land and therefore 
have no say even when the husbands want to sell the little 
available land. When it comes to local unskilled labor like 
working in gardens, employers prefer to hire men because 
they are stronger than women.” She is convinced that 
“beekeeping helps [women] because it doesn’t require 
much land and much time. Beekeeping in Uganda does 
not require artificial food for the bees. Bees take care of 
themselves.”

In Kisoro, “beekeeping is dominated by men. 
Sometimes when women have lost their husbands, they 
have lost their bees too because they have no idea how 
beekeeping is done. It is therefore important to introduce 
women to beekeeping and expose them to advantages and 
benefits of beekeeping”, says Christine.

So, she founded Jireh Women Beekeepers Uganda, 
which currently consists of 54 women. Besides learning 
and improving on their beekeeping and hive product 
processing skills, they coach a group of high school 

A Bright Future with Bees

Christine in her apiary; the hives are covered to keep 
out the rain.

A typical top bar hive apiary in the area.
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aged girls, hoping that the next generation of women in the 
community will be both educated and have the hands-on 
skills that will carry them beyond poverty.

She says, “Until recently I didn’t know educated 
beekeepers. I thought that beekeeping was done by illiterate 
old men. I put it upon myself to introduce beekeeping to 
as many school girls as I can. I want to see a generation of 
educated female beekeepers in future. A future of women 
who know the importance of beekeeping and bees.”

While doing some research, Christine stumbled on Bees 
Abroad’s website and in 2018, Bees Abroad volunteers met 
and visited with Christine and her group, giving advice and 
assessing how they could help. 

Bees Abroad provides training and resources. They work 
with the community and their current methods, teaching 
bee biology and helping the members to improve on their 
methods. Bees Abroad volunteers visit the project regularly 
and give workshops and lectures on beekeeping specifics 
such as swarm management, business skills, product 
development and marketing and so on. Each skill taught 
takes into account the local availability and market demand 
and is unique for each project Bees Abroad has. 

Christine’s project is not the first time Bees Abroad has 
realized the value of beekeeping particularly for women 
in poverty. In 2018 Bees Abroad chair Richard Ridler and 
his wife Jane visited another Ugandan organization, the 
Women’s Resource Centre for Community Development, to 
talk about setting up a training and support project. Richard 
says, “the aim of the group is to improve the quality of life 
of the women members some of whom are child mothers, 
others are disabled, deprived of education etc. There is an 
acceptance and commitment by the leaders that the place of 
women in society in rural Uganda should improve.”

“Bees Abroad has had a big impact on the lives of 
women,” Christine says. “The women members of Jireh 
Women Beekeepers Uganda were given technical advice. 
Some women have joined beekeeping because of the stories 
from those who met Bees Abroad staff. So many women 
have realized that they can do beekeeping.” Explaining, she 
told me that “through Bees Abroad’s support, [the] majority 
of beekeepers have realized better harvests through use of 
better honey harvesting equipment like smokers, gloves, 
bee suits and gumboots. Before, they used to get little 
harvests because they would be getting stung. With [the] 
right protective gear, beekeepers are able to get more honey 

and more money out of this. Members have been able to 
support their families and send their children to school. 
This is made possible by Bees Abroad support.”

Not able to speak more highly of the people of Bees 
Abroad, Christine said when a donation is made to Bees 
Abroad, “somewhere in the developing world, someone’s 
life changes and a difference is made.”

Told you beekeeping was a huge deal!
If you want to learn more about Bees Abroad or 

contribute to their worldwide beekeeping for poverty relief 
efforts, visit https://beesabroad.org.uk/ and follow them on 
Facebook. If you have any questions, feel free to send them 
to info@beesabroad.org.uk. ❀
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Jireh Women Beekeeping group meeting when 
Richard visited them in February.


