
Setting up and running 
an Association 
Microscopy Group
Sean Stephenson In recent years there has been an increase in beekeeper 

interest in microscopy as an aid for module studies as 
well as investigating such things what plants the bees are 
foraging on. This seminar covers the considerations and 
objectives for setting up a microscopy group, presents an 
outline programme, the equipment and skills necessary to 
run a group in addition to discussing how to maintain the 
interest of the participants.



My microscopy journey
• Studying for my Advanced Husbandry 

Assessment

– Needed to carry out a disease analysis 
task

• Attended a weekend course run in Devon

• Bought medium range microscopes from 
Brunel

• Attended NDB courses where Bob Smith led 
microscopy sessions

• Studied for BBKA Microscopy Certificate 
with other interested members of Bucks 
BKA

• Expanded to a county group meeting 10 
months a year



Topics
• Why microscopy

• Starting from scratch

• Building  a core

• Keeping it going



It all starts with the wonder of bees



Microscopy and Beekeeping

• Fascination of understanding 
what makes a honey bee a honey bee

• Verifying disease

• Learning about our honey



Starting from scratch
• Assuming no previous microscopy 

experience

• Small group, attend microscopy courses

– Beginners; anatomy, disease 
inspection, slide preparation

– BBKA, NHS, County Associations

– Meet regularly

• Build some expertise

– BBKA Microscopy Certificate

– Do not over complicate it

– Start with simple workable 
procedures

– Do not try and re-invent the wheel



Beekeepingstuff.org/microscopy

https://beekeepingstuff.org/microscopy/


Beg, steal and borrow or use eBay!

• Most BKA have some 
microscopy equipment

• Generally, it worked once

• A group needs equipment 
beyond that of the core 
members

• Members will want to try 
before they buy their own 
equipment



Use good value quality equipment

https://www.usedmicroscopes.co.uk/bargains.html

https://www.apexmicroscopes.co.uk/apexdiscoverymicroscope.html

https://www.usedmicroscopes.co.uk/bargains.html
https://www.apexmicroscopes.co.uk/apexdiscoverymicroscope.html


Tools and Extras
• Scalpel, No. 3 handle with No. 11 blade (Amazon)

• Fine and course scissors (Amazon)

• Fine Tweezers (Amazon

• Pipette (eBay)

• Glass rod (eBay)

• Seekers (homemade)

• Acarine pins (homemade)

• Sewing pins

• Watch glasses (eBay)

• Petri dish (eBay)

• Fuchsin stain (Brunel)

• IPA (Amazon)

• Work mat (Lakeland plastic)

• USB coffee warmer (Amazon)

• Slides and cover slips (eBay)

• Tool bag (Brunel)

• Wax tray (home made)

• Soldering iron (Amazon)

• Vials (eBay)

• Liquid bottles (eBay)



Typical annual cycle

Task Beginners Existing members

January Nosema and investigating some of my bees for cysts

February Preparing pollen slides from stored 
pollen, anther and pollen load

Hazel, Hellebore, Snowdrop and Aconite, different 
mount options

March Acarine and abdominal dissection Soft tissue anatomy slides of honey bee glands and 
mounting abdominal ganglia

April Honey analysis using prepared 
samples

Honey analysis from 1st principles

May Nosema analysis, gram staining and 
oil immersion

Preparing bacteria slides from live yogurt using gram 
staining

June Anatomical slides, hard tissue Anatomical Slides, sting, proboscis, foot

September Perfecting a pollen slide Honey Show slide preparation

October BBKA anatomical slides Mount the heart and aorta

November Three labial glands on one slide

December Interesting slide design



First time microscopists



Encourage work towards 
BBKA Microscopy Certificate in year 2

• Hone slide production techniques

• Collect pollen throughout the season
– Build a library

• Anatomy slides can start in the Spring

• Practice dissections and pollen load 
preparation



What keeps the interest going

• Beyond the BBKA syllabus

• Comparing techniques

• Oil immersion

• Arranging body parts

• Hunt for honeydew

• Look beyond the honey bee
– Compare the mandibles of bee/wasp/hornet

• Hunt the organ





Slides that mimic reality



Create aide memoirs



Find a spiracle and stain/magnify it



Build your group search tools



Training videos



Bits and pieces

• Clarke’s fluid 
– 70% ISO (99%): 30% Acetic Acid(80%)

– Fixes soft tissue

• Fuchsin stain with or without glycerine
– Non-glycerine pollen appears distorted

• LOCA
– Great for anatomy slides, good results for 

pollen but caution required for depth of 
moutant

• Back of scalpel for removing bee head
– Rock the head away



Any Questions
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