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Project Title

Reading the Bees: Creative explorations in data with rooftop honey bee colonies

Project Description

The honey bee is critical to pollination and hence to agriculture, but changing
agricultural practices have reduced the amount and variety of forage available for
pollinators. Threats from disease and pests have changed the ways honey bees are
managed - beekeepers need to ‘read’ their bees, checking to see if they are healthy
and productive, trying to predict swarming behaviour, and reading the local
environment and weather to judge whether each colony has enough stores to
survive. Technology offers one way to help and sensing kits such as Arnia
(www.arnia.co.uk) and opensource beehives (http://opensourcebeehives.net)
provide a good starting point. Bees have also been a rich source of inspiration in
creative practice, spanning literature, art, architecture, design and folklore. We
have hives on campus and would like to creatively explore what types of data can
be gathered, whether it is through electronic sensors that detect humidity,
temperature etc., through cameras (e.g. IR or visible spectrum) or audio, and what
we can learn from visualising and sharing some of that data. For instance, what
might students and staff learn about their immediate working environment from
awareness and understanding of the productiveness of the colonies? How might
new means of communication emerge between bees and humans? What might we
learn from them? How is our sense of human community related to ecological
ideas of community?

The student involved in this project will get a chance to work with academics
across disciplines (design, political ecology) and an experienced beekeeper as well
as the opportunity to investigate data capturing hardware (e.g. sensors, cameras)
and ways to interpret and visualise it for public display. The interpretation of data
will be creatively explored by the student in conversation with supervisors and
other stakeholders. By the end of the project we intend that this creative
interpretation would be available as a publicly accessible set of data, for instance a
website, or as a live data feed from the colonies displayed in the foyers of TFTV
and Environment. This would be accompanied by an informal celebratory event




and press release to showcase the work, supported by on-going art and design
research projects working with local organisations and beekeepers.

Required Skills

The student requires the following essential skills:

An open approach to working and interdisciplinary work

Interest in environmental issues

Interest in understanding complex problem spaces

Aptitude and experience in programming or multimedia development, e.g.
filming, or web development, or coding in Processing, HTMLJ5, Javascript,
Python.

Critical thinking and reflective skills

Good written and oral communication

Desirable skills include:

Experience of physical computing (e.g. Raspberry Pi, Arduino)
Experience of user experience design and/or data visualisation
Experience in qualitative research skills (e.g. interviewing, observation)

Supervision and
Collaboration
Arrangements

Both supervisors will offer formal weekly meetings with the student and will
ensure that any annual leave breaks are staggered to enable the student to
continue work throughout the summer school duration. Depending on the status
of the work, additional informal meetings will also take place as required.
Maxwell will work with student on designing and implementing hardware to
capture data from the colonies, and liaising with beekeeper to install hardware.
Dyke will work with the student to interpret and critically reflect on the data
gathered, considering evaluation techniques and the implications arising from the
work.

Both Maxwell and Dyke will support on public engagement strategies and
potential installation in department reception/foyers.

Project Dates

The summer school runs for 9 weeks, starting on Monday, 10 July 2017 and finishing on
Friday, 8 September 2017.

Other Information

Strict health & safety protocols will be followed. Should any manipulation of
beehives be required, then this will only take place under strict supervision of
both an experienced beekeeper and project supervisor. The student will not have
key card access to beehives. Protective clothing (full bee suit) will be worn at all
times around the colonies (and will be provided for the student). Student access
and manipulation of the beehives will be at the beekeeper and supervisor’s
discretion. If student is not keen to be involved in working with bees then this
does not preclude working on the project (i.e. supervisor or beekeeper can install
hardware).

This project is supported by both TFTV (through reasonable funding of hardware
and software to support the research aims) and Environment (through provision
of desk space for the student). Additionally, Maxwell’'s AHRC Hacking the Bees
(Feb 2017- Jan 2018) public engagement and impact project, working with
community partner York Explore, provides potential for a summer school student
to engage with a wider research team across York, Sheffield, and Lancaster
Universities, and will provide a context for sustained impact for the outputs of the
student’s summer school work.

The proposed project represents a new collaboration between TFTV and SEI and
builds on both supervisors” work on “more than human” understandings of
nature/society relations, linking into Maxwell’s AHRC project Telling the Bees
(http://gtr.rcuk.ac.uk/projects?ref=AH%2FM009319%2F1), Dyke’s BBSRC project




PuRpOsE (https://www.york.ac.uk/sei/staff/alison-dyke/#research) and rooftop
bee colonies in both TFTV and Environment buildings.
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