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By: Dr Vigneshwara VarmuDy 

NATURAL HONEY: A NEED TO TAP 
THE POTENTIAL 
Honey has a great potential not only as a healthy substitute for sugar, but also as an  
industry—especially as a cottage industry among villagers, tribals and small farmers.  
With India well placed as far as nectar and pollen resources are concerned, honey  
production needs to be encouraged further in India. 

and it has been in use throughout 
the world since several million years.

Natural honey is a sweet viscous 
liquid, which has a typical flavour 
and high nutritional value as well 
as immense health benefits. It is 
produced by honey-bees as blossom 
honey by secreting nectars of flow-
ers and as honeydew honey (forest 
honey) by secreting the exudates of 

plant-sucking insects.
Honey comprises mainly sugars 

and water, besides several vitamins 
and minerals, including B vitamins. 
The other constituents of honey are 
amino acids, antibiotic rich inhibine, 
proteins, phenol antioxidants and 
some micronutrients. The sugars 
in honey are sweeter and give more 
energy than artificial sweeteners; 
the most abundant sugar in honey 
is fructose. Some of the vitamins 
found in honey include ascorbic acid, 
pantothenic acid, niacin and ribo-
flavin; along with minerals such as 
calcium, copper, iron, magnesium, 
manganese, phosphorus, potassium 
and zinc.

Uses

Natural honey contains several 
enzymes which enhance the diges-
tion of food substances, especially 
carbohydrates such as sugars and 
starch. The additional benefit of con-
suming honey as a source of energy, 
over the commonly used artificial 
sugar, is that the major sugar con-
stituents of natural honey are pre-
sent as monosacharides. Apart from 
giving nutrition, the use of honey as 
a sweetening agent in sweets and de-

A honey beehive on an apple tree 

H
oney has a long his-
tory of human con-
sumption and is most 
commonly consumed 
in its unprocessed 

state. It is taken as medicine, eaten 
as food, or incorporated as an addi-
tive in a variety of foods and bever-
ages. In fact, records have it that raw 
honey is the most ancient sweetener 
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serts is also beneficial for health. 
It is customary and traditional 

to feed honey to new-born babies. It 
is now an established fact that feed-
ing honey to infants improves their 
memory and growth, reduces anxi-
ety and enhances the children’s per-
formance in later life.

Honey has been found beneficial 
for people suffering from anaemia. 
Use of natural honey can promote 
oral health and wellness. Natural 
honey is also used in the treatment 
of eye diseases. Besides, as honey 
has antiseptic properties, it is good 
for treating burns, infected surgical 
wounds and ulcers.

Types of honey

The colour and fla-
vour of honey depends 
on the nectar source, 
age and storage condi-
tions. In general, dark-
er honeys are more of-
ten used for large-scale 
commercial purposes, 
while lighter-colour 
honeys are marketed 
for direct consumption 
and demand a pre-
mium price over their 
darker counterparts. 

Honey made pri-
marily from the nectar 
of one type of flower 
is called monofloral 
honey, whereas honey 
made from many types 
of flowers is called pol-
yfloral honey. Mono-
floral honey, typically, 
fetches better price in 
market due to its dis-
tinctive flavour, and in-
cludes the well-known 
varieties like Orange 
Blossom and Sour-
wood. However, most 
commercially-available 
honey is blended to in-
clude two or more hon-
eys, differing in floral 

source, colour, flavour, density and 
geographical origin.

World production

China was the most significant 
global producer in 2011, producing 
4,46,08,900 metric tonnes (MT), or 
27.26 per cent of the global share 
by volume. The next largest produc-
ers were Turkey at 94,24,500 MT or 
5.76 per cent, Ukraine at 70,30,300 
MT and the US at 67,00,000 MT, as 
shown in Table I, whereas India is at 
sixth place in the world.

As far as the trend in production 
of honey is concerned, it has been in-

Table I

Top Ten natural honey Producing  
Countries in 2011

Country Production Per cent  
 in MT Share in Total

China  44,608,900 27.26
Turkey 9,424,500 5.76
Ukraine 7,030,000 4.30
USA 6,700,000 4.09
Russia 6,001,000 3.67
India 6,000,000 3.67
Argentina 5,900,000 3.61
Mexico 5,778,300 3.53
Ethiopia 5,367,500 3.28
Iran 4,700,000 2.87
Total (including others) 163,618,900 100.00

Source: FAO 

Table II

world imports of natural honey  
(all Types)

Importers 2009 in MT 2010 in MT 2011 in MT

EU 137,338 148,779 146,742
USA 95,495 114,125 130,494
Japan 36,919 39,950 40,584
Saudi Arabia 8220 12,809 10,474
Switzerland 7549 7893 7432
Others 53,635 64,554 43,269
Total 339,156 388,109 378,994

Source: UN Comtrade, USDA GATS, Eurostat 
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creasing slowly except in the US and 
European Union (EU). From Octo-
ber 2006, large-scale unexplained 
losses of honey bees began to occur 
in the US and EU, negatively affect-
ing global supply. The phenomenon, 
termed Colony Collapse Disorder 
(CCD), was in part responsible for a 
decline. As of 2012, CCD remained 
an ongoing problem for the honey 
industry with the US being the 
hardest hit. In EU, CCD is expected 
to contribute to a decline in produc-
tion, particularly in Portugal, Spain, 
Italy, Greece and Poland.

Global market

EU has the highest per capita 
honey consumption in the world. 
Within EU, Germany is the larg-
est importer followed by the UK, 
France, Belgium and Poland. The US 
is the second-largest honey market 
in the world but is heavily reliant on 
imports to meet domestic demand. 
Japan is the third-largest market 
followed by the Middle East. As a 
whole, the world-wide import of nat-
ural honey during 2011 was 378,994 
MT, which was 388,109 MT during 
2010 and 339,156 MT in 2009.

China is the biggest exporter of 
honey followed by Argentina, Ger-
many, Mexico, Spain, New Zealand, 
Hungary, India, Canada and Bra-

zil. China exported 
103,716 MT in 2010 
and Argentina ex-
ported 57,317 MT 
during the same 
period. China is the 
largest supplier to 
the EU market.

Bee keeping 
in India

Apiculture is 
an agro-industry in 
India, which uses 
bees as microman-
ipulators to harvest 

nectar and pollen from plant sourc-
es to produce honey and to store in 
beehives. Honey production and its 
quality as well as quantity are fun-
damentally related to bee species’ 
specificity and vegetation pattern 
around bee colonies. In our coun-
try we get a substantial amount of 
honey from Apis Dorsata, the wild 
bee. However, proper beekeeping 
demands systematic utilisation of 
resources through domesticated 
bees. Till recently, Apis Cerana had 
served Indian beekeeping, but the 

Table III

exports of natural honey from india  
in 2012-13

Country Volume Value in  Per cent of  
 in MT ` million share in total

USA 22,280.06 3097.0 86.92
Saudi Arabia 1383.55 182.8 5.13
UAE 268.00 35.8 1.00
Yemen Republic 227.00 33.1 0.93
Morocco 266.00 32.5 0.91
Belgium 228.00 32.0 0.90
Canada 127.73 22.6 0.63
Bangladesh 226.14 18.5 0.52
Nepal 159.92 15.3 0.43
Oman 73.70 13.4 0.38
Total  
(including others) 25,780.76 3562.8 100

Source: DGCIS Annual 

establishment of A. Mellifera in the 
country has changed the whole sce-
nario as the species has proved much 
superior to the Indian bee in many 
regions.

As India is abundant in nectar 
and pollen resources, beekeeping is 
popular in the following regions:

1. Himalayan region compris-
ing Jammu and Kashmir, Himachal 
Pradesh and hills of Uttar Pradesh.

2. Plains of northern, western 
and central India. Punjab and Har-
yana are the leading producers of 
natural honey in the northern In-
dia. In western Uttar Pradesh honey 
production has expanded fast but in 
Rajasthan its growth is slow. In Gu-
jarat and the western ghats of Maha-
rashtra it is picking up. In Bihar too 
there appears to be greater advance-
ment in honey production.

3. North-eastern region includ-
ing West Bengal. Beekeeping with A. 
Mellifera has become very popular 
in West Bengal and the scope in the 
north-eastern region is widening.

4. South Peninsula. The most 
promising states are Karnataka, 
north-eastern parts of Andhra 
Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. In 

India, Kerala produces 
the largest quantity 
of honey. Here tribal 
communities and oth-
er forest-dependent 
people play an im-
portant role in honey 
extraction. The small 
amount of honey col-
lected is gathered by 
Girijan Service Co-op-
erative Societies and 
marketed by the gov-
ernment agencies.

As far as market-
ing of honey is con-
cerned, there are 
departmental market-
ing depots at Ernaku-
lam in Kerala, Pune 
and Delhi, which are 
owned by KVIC. These 

A honey bee sucking nectar of chrysanthemum flower 
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depots purchase, process, grade and 
market honey. There is a chain of 
sales outlets throughout the coun-
try owned by KVIC depots through 
co-operatives/institutions. Some 
beekeepers’ co-operative societies as 
well as institutions are also market-
ing honey, having established their 
own processing plants and Agmark-
ing facilities. Besides, companies 
like Dabur, Baidyanath and Zandu 
are also processing and marketing 
honey through their own outlets. 
The floor price of honey is fixed on 
season-to-season and place-to-place 
basis, considering various factors.

Exports from India

India exports natural honey to 
more than 70 countries in the world. 
The main buyers are the US, Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE and Yemen Repub-
lic. Total exports during 2012-13 
were 25,780.76 MT valued at 356.28 
crore rupees. The US alone pur-

chased 86 per cent, as can be seen 
from Table III.

Problems

The main problems faced by the 
honey-producing industry in India 
are: 

1. Non-availability of infrastruc-
ture for producing genetically-supe-
rior queen bees for supply to bee-
keepers

2. Lack of technical knowledge 
for efficient management of bee colo-
nies for higher honey yield

3. Insufficient research for dis-
ease management and control

4. Non-availability of finance
5. Failure in creating consumer 

awareness about honey and its prod-
ucts

6. De-forestation
7. Indiscriminate use of insecti-

cides, pesticides, weedicides, etc
8. Global warming and periodic 

changes in climatic conditions

As beekeeping industry does not 
require sophisticated technology and 
higher capital investment, it is the 
right time to give attention to this 
industry. The industry can benefit 
from the great self-help potential of 
the rural people, tribal communities, 
marginal and small farmers, land-
less labour, etc.

The following are some oppor-
tunities in this sector, which can be 
easily tapped:

1. Honey has great food value 
and provides income

2. The demand for beeswax is in-
creasing

3. The demand for natural honey 
and other products like bee-collected 
pollen, propolis, bee-venom and roy-
al jelly are high, both internally and 
externally

4. Provides larger volume of part-
time employment


The author is a professor in economics at 
Vivekananda College, Puttur (Karnataka)


