
Apis Cerana 
The Domesticated Wild Honey Bee of Nepal



Introduction

Apis cerana is one among the four native honey bees 
of Nepal. They are cavity nesting bees and produce 
series of parallel combs in the dark, which enable 
them to nest inside man-made containers. This is the 
only wild honey bee in Nepal to be domesticated1. 
The colonies are traditionally kept in logs, walls or 
hives2, which in average produce 4.5 kg of honey 
each3.  Beekeepers usually harvest honey two times 
a year from traditional hives3, thus harvesting 9 
kg of honey/hive annualy. Three sub species of A. 
cerana, i.e, Apis cerana cerana, Apis cerana himalaya 
and Apis cerana indica4, have been found  throughout 
Nepal (see figure). The main habitat of A. cerana is 
a mountainous area with a complex terrain and 
variable climate with fog, rain and more dispersed 
nectar-producing plants. Because of this complex 
environment, which A. cerana has to navigate, they 
have a greater learning and memory capability than 
A. mellifera5. Nest defense is extremely important for 
generations’ survival for bees, and since A. cerana 
exhibit a superior hygienic behavior compared to A. 
mellifera, it has higher disease resistance6.

Status of A. cerana

Based on rough estimates there are around ninety 
thousands A. cerana hives in Nepal5. In winter season 
in the hilly areas A. cerana colonies are small in 
population because of lack of floral resources3.  But 
recent study findings show that the population of A. 
cerana is decreasing because of habitat alterations 
and attack of diseases5+7.

Importance of A. cerana in farming

When reared in frame hives, log hives or wall hives, 
A. cerana colonies do not need any management 
except for honey harvesting once or twice a year. It 
can work as a sideline activity for many farmers that 
rear livestock and grow varieties of crops8. Income 
from A.cerana beekeeping accounts for almost 75% 
of the total annual average income (8,000 NPR) 
from on-farm sources for farmers with medium sized 
landholdings (1-2 ha)9. 
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Major threats to A. cerana

 - Massive introduction and promotion of exotic A. 
mellifera by government and non-government 
agencies through development interventions7. 

 - Predators and parasites such as the wasp, Vespa 
magnifica, and the varroa mite2, which reduce the 
colony strength10. 

 - Changes in habitat and decrease in plant 
biodiversity reduce the forage availability7.

 - Increased pesticides use due to introduction 
of cash crop based farming systems. The use of 
pesticides in Nepal is increasing with 10-20% 
annually and 90% of the total pesticides are used 
in vegetable farming11, which might be the major 
cause of colony collapse of honey bees.

 - Changes in land use and agricultural patterns7. 

Opportunities of rearing A.cerana in 
rural communities

 - Honey bees can be promoted as an important 
agricultural input by aptly using them in managed/
controlled pollination in Nepali farming12.

 - Nepali honey can be promoted as plant specific 
honey to increase the market value. Majority 
of honey produced in Nepal is from multiple 
flowers. However there are some unifloral honey 
types produced from chiuri (butter tree), litchi, 
sunflower, buckwheat and mustard8. 

 - Beekeeping is a source of livelihood for poor rural 
people since the technology and practices don’t 
require much capital13.

 - Mountain communities have adapted themselves 
to the harsh mountain realities. Indigenous 
knowledge in this respect helps them to sustain 
the difficulties of mountain environment. A. 
cerana beekeeping can be an integral part of their 
evolved understanding about nature, diversity 
and practices7.

Actions towards proper management/
conservation of A. cerana

 - Wider awareness raising programme for honey 
hunters, farming communities and other relevant 
stakeholders about importance of wild honey 
bees and their conservation is needed7.

 - Harvest small amount of honey from wild nests 
allowing the bees to reproduce swarms and 
create new nests14. 

 - Adding curriculum about A. cerana beekeeping at 
schools and universities15.

 - Initiate breeding programs to identify improved 
races and establish country specific centers for A. 
cerana selections and management7.

 - Develop a marketing strategy of A. cerana bee 
products 7. 
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Advantages of keeping A. cerana over 
A. mellifera in rural communities

A. cerana does not require a lot of management like 
sugar feeding, disease control or migration control. It 
is therefore easy for an isolated farming community 
to practice beekeeping with this bee species on the 
basis of their indigenous knowledge. A. cerana  has 
proved its efficiency in pollinating mountain crops 
and flora as compared to exotic  A. mellifera  and is 
serving as an engine of biodiversity conservation and 
productivity enhancement7.

ICIMOD7 identified the following advantages in 
keeping A. cerana over A. mellifera in the context of 
mountain farming in Nepal.

A. cerana in Amaranth
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Parameters A. cerana (Native bee) A. mellifera (Exotic bee)

Initial investment Very low High

Colony management costs Negligible High

Risk involved Low High

Potential of stationary 
beekeeping

Highly suitable Not suitable

Scale of beekeeping Profitable even when operated at 
a small scale. It is most suitable for 
poor beekeepers operating in remote 
mountain areas

Profitable only when operated 
at commercial scale. It is most 
appropriate for commercial farmers 
from accessible areas

Pollination of early flowering 
mountain crops

More efficient Less suitable, colony strength is low 
during early in the season

Indigenous knowledge Exists Nil

Susceptibility to mites and 
predators

Less Susceptible Susceptible

Eco-services High Low
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