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The Women’s Beekeeping Project, Monze, Zambia: supplementary report to the 

funders and supporters on the final stages of Phase Two and the launching of Phase 

Three. 

Stuart J. Andrews (Partnership Manager)  

 

Introduction 

This time last year I had just returned and reported on my first visit to Monze District where I 

was helping to evaluate the first one-year phase of the project, and to launch the second 

one-year phase (Phase Two).  It was also my first opportunity to meet our local partner 

there, the Sustainable Rural Development Agency (SRDA), representatives from the local 

Forestry Department, and of course the women themselves.  

Later on in the year, I wrote an article in which I started to detail the impact of the drought 

not only on our beekeeping project but also on food insecurity for people living in the wider 

Southern Province.  The article was published in the January issue of the magazine Bee 

Craft. 

This supplementary report provides an update on the final six months of Phase Two leading 

to the decision on whether or not to proceed with the third and final one-year phase of the 

project (Phase Three). The update is based on the reports sent to me by Phillip Nsakilwa, 

the director of SRDA, who is responsible for managing the project, and regular 

conversations with him using WhatsApp. 

Summary of the main features of the project 

The aim of the project 

The aim is to provide vulnerable women in Zambia’s Monze District with the training and 

basic inputs they need to undertake modern beekeeping, using top-bar hives, as a source of 

much needed income.  Nearly all the women are subsistence farmers; many of them are 

unmarried or widowed, with sole responsibility for the wellbeing of their households. 

At the start of the project, each group had been helped to set up an apiary equipped with 

eight hives and had been given all they needed to manage their hives, for which they had to 

pay a proportion of the cost: a smoker, protective gear, gum boots, and food-grade 

containers.  They had also received basic training in beekeeping. 

  

 



2 
 

Phase Two: the drought had a significant effect on the beekeeping 

 

Drought: not only had the lack of rain devastated crop production, but it also caused bees to leave the 

area: maize crop failure (left), empty hives in a group apiary (right). 

 

The effects of the worsening drought: During the final few months of 2019 the focus of the 

project was on trying various interventions to increase the number of hives colonised with 

bees, especially during the final expected period of swarming (August to October), and to try 

and prevent those hives that were colonised from absconding.  During this period SRDA’s 

field officers continued to visit the groups to view progress and to offer any additional 

support. The interventions included the following (none proved to be successful): 

1. Maintaining the apiary in good condition 

2. Ensuring hives were always clean, baited and shaded from direct sunlight 

3. Providing additional water and supplementary food 

4. Placing swarm-catcher boxes on known migratory routes 

5. Collecting swarms 

6. Transferring the five well-established colonies from SRDA’s training apiary to the 

Kabwenbala group apiary in July 

7. Placing small log hives near the group apiaries to attract swarming or absconding 

bees which, in turn, might produce more swarms 

Table 1. The number of hives colonised with honey bees during the second half of 2019. 

(During this period there was a gradual decrease in the number of hives colonised as the 

bees began to abscond). 

Group July December 

Kabwenbala 2/8 
5/5 

0/8 
1/5 

Chobaana 8/8 5/8 

Haamupande 0/8 0/8 

Muloube 3/8 
 2/21 

0/8 
0/2 

1 
Two fairly small swarms were collected in July but both had absconded by the end of August. 

It was quite clear that by the end of the year the ongoing drought had created an 

environment in which fewer bees were available to colonise hives. The adverse weather also 

meant that some established colonies and collected swarms absconded (further details on 

the effects of the drought on the project are described in the Bee Craft article). 
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Would the seasonal rains return? 

This was the key question being discussed between myself and Phillip Nsakilwa as the end 

of the year loomed closer. Typically, the seasonal rains in the Southern Province of Zambia 

can be expected to arrive early in November, continuing until the end of April.  Not only was 

the future of the project in question – we had agreed to wait until the end of the year before 

making a decision as to whether Phase 3 should commence or not – but it also raised the 

question as to whether beekeeping could cope with such rapid climate change and remain a 

viable enterprise in this part of the country!  

Phase Three 

On 26 November I received a call from Phillip informing me that the rains had arrived – “not 

too much, mostly heavy showers rather than persistent rain”. However, it was the news that 

we had all been waiting for.  How long would the rains last for?  Would the bees return?   

A budget for Phase Three, together with supporting documentation, was prepared, submitted 

to the Bees Abroad trustees who subsequently approved it just before Christmas.  With 

signs of bees returning to the area the decision to support Phillip’s recommendation that we 

proceed with Phase Three was made, final travel itineraries agreed, flights booked, two new 

groups identified when: On the 18th March I received a message from the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office entitled “COVID-19 Exceptional Travel Advisory Notice.... the FCO 

advises British nationals against all but essential international travel”.  

Revised plans 

With my not being able to travel to Zambia to help evaluate Phase Two and to launch Phase 

Three, the onus fell on SRDA to continue with our plans. Typical of the efficiency and 

commitment that I had come to expect from its director and his team I was very encouraged 

to hear that by the end of April both of the two new groups to be enrolled onto the project 

had already constructed their apiaries and that preparations were well underway to construct 

their top-bar hives.  Plans were also in place for SRDA to start delivering the basic 

beekeeping training to the new groups during April and May but that this training would be 

staged, the initial focus being on topics such as: care of the apiary and hives, smoking the 

bees, and opening the hives. Other topics such as inspection of the hives, harvesting and 

processing honey would follow at a more appropriate time mindful of the travel restrictions 

that would likely follow to hopefully help control the spread of Covid-19 within the country. 

 

SDRA’s director Phillip Nsakilwa addressing women during selection of the two new groups 

enrolled onto Phase Three of the project: Lusumpuko (left) and Nakambala (right).   
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Table 2. The number of hives colonised with honey bees during the first few months of 

2020. (During March and April an increase in the number of hives colonised was seen). 

Group Jan Feb Mar Apr 

Kabwenbala 0/8 
1/5 

0/8 
1/5 

1/8 
1/51 

8/8 

- 

Chobaana 5/8 5/8 5/8 6/8 

Haamupande 2/8 2/8 3/8 3/8 

Muloube 1/8 1/8 2/8 2/8 
1 
This hive was removed from the group apiary at the end of March.                                                                       

Honey harvest 

As shown above in Table 2, bees had started to return to the area and colonise hives during 

March and April. It was, however, an unexpected surprise to hear that the Kabwenbala 

group managed to harvest 22 litres of semi-processed honey from two of their hives in April. 

SRDA purchased 10 litres at a cost of K240 and the remaining 12 litres were sold to group 

members for K270.  This provided a total income for the group of K510 (equivalent to £22.72 

using the current exchange rate of 22.45 kwacha to 1GB pound; although perhaps a more 

meaningful rate would be based on the kwacha’s local purchasing power (LPP)). 

In addition, the Chobaana group have inspected their six hives and plan to harvest from 

them all before the end of the current honey flow in June. 

Conclusion 

The effects of the drought have obviously been devastating for the project.  However, the 

appearance of the seasonal rains in November, which lasted until mid-March, and the 

subsequent return of the bees to the area, have provided a life-line for the project. Just a 

couple of months ago it seemed extremely doubtful that any honey would be harvested 

during the first honey flow of the year, so it was very encouraging to hear that small amounts 

have already been harvested and modest amounts of income generated. 

The second three-month swarming period is expected to commence in August so it is hoped 

that many more hives can be colonised by the end of this period so that more of the groups 

will be in a better position to harvest some honey, and therefore make some money, during 

the second honey flow of the year. 

Our local partners and the group members have had to endure many significant challenges 

as a result of the drought, both personally and with the beekeeping, but there are now clear 

signs that their ongoing commitment and determination to make the project a success are 

reaping the rewards they deserve. We can now progress with Phase 3 with renewed 

confidence that the project will continue to generate more income that will help raise the 

standard of living in the households of our group members.   

                             

S.J. Andrews 

13 May 2020 

  


