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The  Australian honey bee industry  is a 
significant contributor to the economy, 
not only in terms of honey production 
but as provider of pollination services for 
agriculture and horticulture including the 
almond industry. It’s estimated the annual 
total contribution of the humble honey bee 
to the Australian economy is $14.2 billion. 
The industry has changed significantly since 
1962 when commercial beekeepers began 
contributing to an industry levy. There has 
been a 10-fold increase in recreational 
beekeeping and a 36% decline in the number 
of commercial beekeepers. Despite this,  
the average number of hives managed by  
a commercial beekeeper has increased from 
156 in 1962 to 299 hives in 2018.

1. Karasinski J M (2018) The economic valuation of Australian managed 
and wild honey bee pollinators in 2014-15, Curtin University.

*ABARES defines commercial beekeepers as owning 50 or more hives.

Economic importance
In the same way that the recreational fishing industry generates values commensurate 
with the commercial fishing industry, the recreational beekeeping industry is comparable 
in size to the commercial beekeeping sector. The economic value of recreational 
beekeeping, estimated at $173.5 million per annum, now rivals that of the total of 
commercial beekeeper, honey bee and pollination values, estimated at $264 million.



Recreational beekeeping economic values 2019

Average Australian honey production (2015 to 2019)

* Includes total commercial honey production including >50 hives on which 
a levy is paid (20,000 tonnes) and smaller producers (10,000 tonnes).

How much honey? 
Recorded long-term average honey production is 20,238 tonnes per year,  
with low points in 1968-69 (13,220 tonnes), 1976-77 (14,929 tonnes) and  
2015-16 (15,957 tonnes). 

Time Supplies Honey produced
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Honey and beeswax  
(levy paid)

$147m

Commercial  
honey production* 30,000tonnes

Recreational  
honey production 7,000tonnes

Commercial beekeeping and pollination industry  
values 2019

Honey  
(no levy paid)

$65m $40m

Other hive products 
(queen bees, packaged 
bees and propolis)

$12m

Paid pollination  
services



Key markets for Australian honey  
include China, USA, Singapore,  
Canada, and Malaysia. 
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China

Canada

Singapore

USA

Currently, Australia exports less than half the honey it did during the 1960s — only 
4000 tonnes each year. Australia has the potential to export more honey, but the 
supply is simply not available. Key markets for Australian honey include China, USA, 
Singapore, Canada, and Malaysia.  Australia routinely imports twice what it exports. 
Sources of imported honey include China, Argentina, and New Zealand. 

Packaged bee exports for Canada are a small but important industry for Tasmania 
and Western Australia. Reopening the live bee export trade with the USA would add 
an estimated $7.5 million to the Australian honey bee and pollination industry’s value.



Pollination services  
in Australia
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Some 35 agricultural  
and horticultural 

industries depend  
on pollination services 

provided by commercial 
beekeepers.

Some of these crops 
are 100% reliant on 
insect pollinators, 

such as honey bees. 
The number of honey 

bee hives required 
per crop depends on 

multiple factors.

The gross value of 
production (GVP) for 

paid pollination services 
during 2019 was 

estimated by this study 
to be $40 million.

Growth in pollination 
opportunities is likely to 
result in the emergence 

of specialised 
pollination businesses, 
with honey production 

being the secondary 
income source.
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The demand for paid 
pollination services is 

forecast to grow across 
the horticulture sector 

including, but not limited 
to, forecast growth in 

almond production.

An estimate 65% of 
agricultural and  

horticultural crops 
introduced to Australia 

following European 
settlement require external 

sources of pollination  
(e.g. insects, birds,  

winds or bats).
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Following the introduction of the levy in 1962 successes include:

Making strong progress towards repositioning Australian honey as a high value,  
multi-attribute health product.

Generating strong growth in the demand for, and income earned from, pollination  
services for the almond, apple, avocado, blueberry and a broad range of flowering crops.

Strongly performed in relation to biosecurity to keep Australia free from the varroa mite and  
other pests and diseases.

Increased honey production despite a declining floral resource available to beekeepers.

Honey bee research,  
development and biosecurity

For nearly six decades Australia’s commercial beekeepers have contributed to 
research, development and biosecurity for their industry. The expenditure of the 
research and development component of the levy is managed by AgriFutures  
Honey Bee and Pollination Program.

The future of the industry is bright with opportunities including:

Ongoing increase in the number of hives managed per commercial beekeeper. 

A strong opportunity to further improve and capitalise on the prices and recognition of  
medicinal honeys and other qualities of mainstream honey. 

The forecast growth in the horticulture sector is expected to provide additional opportunities  
for paid pollination services. 

For the full report and other resources visit  
agrifutures.com.au/size-and-scope-aussie-honey-bees
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