
THE BEES ARE SCRATCHING THEIR HEADS 

The first time we heard about the Imgiebah beehives we all thought that it was 

something interesting, although none of us knew exactly what they were.  On this field 

trip to this beautiful valley of Imgiebah, besides learning a lot about biodiversity, we also 

had a glimpse of our past, as these stone beehives certainly caught our eye.   

Our imagination started to run wild and we wanted to delve more and discover the 

origin and the function of these beehives.  Researching about the beehives led us to 

explore the work of bees throughout the ages and how present day conditions are 

threatening bees worldwide. 

The stone beehives in this picturesque valley in the limits of Mellieha village are quite a 

rare site as these beehives are entirely built out of stone.  The area for building these 

beehives was chosen with care, so that it is sheltered from the wind and excessive 

sunshine.  They were always built facing South so that the light of the rising sun will 

encourage the bees to go out early to collect the nectar.  The chosen area was usually a 

cave or a cavity in a rock and a stone wall with holes in it was built on the outside of this 

cave.  The holes were dug in rows on top of each other, rectangular on the outside and 

narrowing further as they get deeper into the wall.  A small shelf was built inside, 

underneath the apertures so that the bees could rest when they arrive laden with 

nectar and before they start on a new journey.  Big pottery jars were placed inside this 

cave so that the bees work in this honey factory.  The name of the place where these 

beehives are built is Imgiebah, derived from the word migbha which means beehive. 

The major role of bees in an ecosystem is as pollinator of flowering plants.  Their main 

job is to continue the reproduction and survival of plants and other organisms in the 

food chain.  If honey bees are gone, nearly all food items eaten by birds, animals and 

humans will be affected.  Every plant or tree that has a blossom needs to be pollinated 

before it bears fruit.  For example, a single flower on the cucumber vine needs about 

thirty visits from a honey bee before that flower will turn into a cucumber.  In Malta 

bees that produce honey feed mostly on wild thyme that grows on garigue. 



However it is not all a bed of roses for bees.  The primary threat to the world’s 

biodiversity is loss of habitat as this alters or completely destroys the conditions needed 

for plants and animals to survive.  Habitat destruction comes in different forms, 

deforestation is of a major concern, and land converted to agriculture is another factor 

which alters the habitat for these organisms.  Urban development which leads to 

different forms of pollution ranging from greenhouse gases to the generation of toxic 

waste makes the bees scratch their head with worry. 

Global Warming is the buzz word that is affecting our buzzing friends.  Due to global 

warming there has been an increase in pathogens, viruses and fungi that have a 

damaging effect on bees.  The changes in temperatures also affect bee population as 

the seasons are becoming more inconsistent.  This affects the landscape of the honey 

bee’s territory, changing the bee’s usual life patterns.   

It is not all dark clouds because there are people who care about bees as if they were a 

part of their extended family.  We interviewed a present day beekeeper, Mr. Frankie 

Borg, who uses modern wooden structures for his bees in the vicinity of the stone 

beehives.  This hobby was passed on through generations and he remembers his uncle 

using clay pots which he sometimes kept in the old beehives.  Frankie explained how he 

rears his bees and how the harvesting of honey is a yearly event he looks forward to.  

His concluding statement was: 

“My bees collect their nectar mostly from carob trees and I include this information on 

the label of honey jars I produce. Many customers specifically look out for honey that is 

produced from the nectar bees collect from the carob tree.” 

We are not going to rest on our laurels; in fact, we have written to the local council of 

Mellieha to take concrete action and save these beehives and the bees that live in the 

area.  One of the suggestions is to include these hives as part of a heritage trail where 

people of all ages can have a window on our past, enjoy these unique structures and 

also discover the art of honey making through the ages. 

 



 

  

The beehives from the outside.  

 

 

The beehives from the inside.  

 



 

A closer look at the beehives.  
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