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REVIEW ARTICLE

Origins and development of apitherapy and apitourism

Metod �Suligoj�
Faculty of tourism studies – Turistica, University of Primorska, Portoro�z/Portorose, Slovenia

(Received 5 September 2020; accepted 22 October 2020)

Unlike classic types of health tourism, such as exploiting water and climate, apitourism is only in the initial stages of
development. On the global scale, Slovenia is one of the leading countries in the development of this type of tourism,
as the first steps in apitourism were taken there. A Slovenian, Anton Jan�sa, was one of the leading beekeeping experts
in the 18th century, while Filip Ter�c is considered to be one of the founders of apitherapy as a branch of alternative
medicine. The (historical) development of both is essential for the development of modern apitourism; a presentation
of their specific development path in Slovenia is the main purpose of the paper. We found that there is a clear cause
and effect relationship among the following concepts: beekeeping – apitherapy – apitourism. In this paper we analysed
the link through a temporal and substantive aspect and found that the development brought about improvements to
bee products and related services (apitherapy) in order to generate revenue (commercialisation); the benefits to the
health of individuals and therefore the society (public health) should be pointed out as well.
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Introduction

The development of health tourism in Central Europe
and Upper Adriatic is a well-researched topic by many
experts of diverse expertise. The medical and health
aspects of this topic were studied by Muzur (1998,
2010), Muzur and �Skrobonja (2007), Fischinger et al.
(2007), Fischinger et al. (2008), Turk and Kra�sevec
(2012), but other perspectives are also common – see
Kranj�cevi�c (2016), Kranj�cevi�c and Muzur (2020),
Kavre�ci�c (2009, 2015), �Suligoj and Kavre�ci�c (2018),
�Suligoj (2015, �Suligoj, 2020), Bla�zevi�c (1987), Brezovec
and Brezovec (2019), Benedik (1987). History and archi-
tecture as well as business are the sciences that often
study the topic of the development of health tourism in
this part of Europe. The multidisciplinary/interdisciplin-
ary aspects of research improve our understanding of
the past and the present in this industry. The European
Union is well aware of the importance of this industry
and its tradition in Europe and therefore supports its
systemic development (Mainil et al., 2017).

The authors mentioned above, regardless of their
expertise, do not study the health aspect holistically but
rather mainly lean on mineral/thermal/seawater and cli-
mate while not taking into consideration the other
aspects that are nowadays considered to be a part of
health tourism. Here we mostly point out apitherapy,
using bee products for preventive and curative medi-
cine. Apitherapy can be categorised as alternative medi-
cine, separate from traditional medicine.1 People are
aware of the health benefits of honey and other bee
products and are traditionally using them to treat minor

ailments and injuries. When apitherapy develops into a
systematic, holistic and organised market offering, it
becomes a part of apitourism, which is a contemporary
phenomenon. Regardless, we need to emphasize that
apitourism, in addition to contemporary scientific find-
ings of honey and bee products, strongly leans on the
knowledge and experience of our ancestors.2 This is
especially the case in Slovenia, one of the global pio-
neers of apitourism development (Pantoja et al., 2017,
p. 140).3 The link between the past developments and
present circumstances, especially regarding the medical
aspect (although not the only possible perspective), is
not sufficiently well explained. Therefore, the main
research question of this article is: What is the develop-
ment of apitourism as a branch of health tourism in
Slovenia from the beginnings of beekeeping to contem-
porary products and services?

This article first briefly illustrates the development of
beekeeping, a precondition for the development of api-
therapy and apitourism in addition to a healthy environ-
ment. Then the article sheds light on apitherapy and
apitourism as important segments of the Slovenian tour-
ist offering. The article also illuminates the main chal-
lenges to its development.

The beginnings of beekeeping in the territory
of Slovenia

The beginning of plant pollination and honey harvesting
from bee colonies was already discussed by historians
and other scholars. They found that stingless bees
(Hymenoptera: Apidae: Meliponini) were the main source
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of cerumen and honey and played a significant role for
old civilisations in tropical and subtropical zones around
the world (Crane, 1999; Jones, 2013; Kerr & Maule,
1964). Of course, a long time had to pass before the
advent of serious beekeeping was possible, in particular
with the honey bee (Apis mellifera).4 On the territory of
today’s Slovenia, the population slowly moved from
looting honey bee nests to forest beekeeping. Forest
beekeepers picked a tree with an appropriately broad
tree trunk and drilled beehives five meters above the
ground and closed them with a vertical plank. High in
the trunk, the bees were safe from predators, such as
bears (Miheli�c, 1989). Forest beekeepers had precisely-
defined territories in the forest where they put special
marks on the trees containing bees. In this way, they
were able to tell apart their own trees and avoid con-
flicts with the competition (Gregori, 2008).5

With the arrival of landed nobility starting from the
13th century, beekeepers slowly completely moved to
domestic beekeeping. Feudal lords owned the right to
forests and therefore to forest beekeeping. Forests
started to shrink due to the greater need for arable
land. Records on duties from that period bear witness
to a form of beekeeping, as next to honey and bee wax
duties, there were also beehives, the main ingredient of
domestic beekeeping. Because of the beehives, feudal
lords were sometimes lenient regarding other duties
because bee products were considered essential goods
(Miheli�c, 1989). Domestic beekeeping and the introduc-
tion of buckwheat in the 15th and 16th centuries
strongly influenced the increase of honey production,
thereby strengthening the bee product economy
(Miheli�c, 1989). Honey was very respected as medica-
tion and was for a long time the only sweetening prod-
uct because sugar was only introduced in the mid-18th

century. People also used honey to make mead and
bake various desserts. One of the popular desserts was
‘mali kruhek’ (little bread), characteristic of �Skofja Loka.
It is interesting that honey brandy only appeared in the
19th century, the period in which people also started
producing honey liqueur (Miheli�c, 1989).

In the 18th century, beekeeping was well developed
on the territory of Slovenia, especially in Carinthia and
North-western Carniola, and less so in the Littoral and
Lower Carniola, while beekeeping was mostly absent
from Styria (Gregori, 2008).6 On the lands of lords, in
the monasteries and by secular clergy, beekeeping was
freely developed and brought healthy incomes.
Elsewhere, the development of beekeeping was stifled
by economic, social and cultural circumstances. The
lords, who were the only ones with the right of hunting
and therefore beekeeping, allowed their subjects to
keep bees only if they paid a certain ‘restitution’ – usu-
ally a tenth of the honey and bee wax produce and
even a tenth of the beehives the subjects kept (Gregori,
2008). Maria Theresa of Austria ordered the foundation
of agricultural and economic cooperatives in the 1760s

to increase economic power and the state coffers. In
order to encourage the development of beekeeping, the
beekeepers were excused of all taxes, and the two larg-
est beekeepers in the county even received financial aid
(�Salehar, 2010).

In the 18th century, Slovenian beekeepers contrib-
uted a lot of knowledge on beekeeping. They knew
many secrets of beekeeping but were not aware that
they were global beekeeping leaders. Slovenian bee-
keeping was shaped by three important men. One of
the most important ones is undoubtedly Anton Jan�sa
(1734–1773). Using the fundamental beekeeping know-
ledge which he acquired at home, he started teaching at
a beekeeping school in Vienna. He was famous for his
teaching skills and possessed practical and theoretical
knowledge. He also authored two books that contrib-
uted a lot of new knowledge to the global contempor-
ary beekeeping community and refuted a lot of
misinformation and bad advice popular at the time. His
knowledge was supplemented by Peter Pavel Glavar
(1721–1784), who translated Jan�sa’s books and added
his knowledge in the process, and later also by Anton
�Znider�si�c (1874–1947), who introduced a new beehive
concept (A�Z beehive), which became very popular
among beekeepers (Porenta, 2017, 2018; �Sivic
et al., 2007).

The 19th century was epochal for beekeeping with
the invention of modern equipment, which modernised
beekeeping processes. Bee trading commenced at that
time (Miheli�c, 1989; Poklukar, 1998). This made the
Carniolan honey bee (Apis mellifera carnica) the second
most numerous bee breed in the world and the first in
Europe. A native Carniolan honey bee breed was pre-
served although many other breeds died out
(Poklukar, 1998).

Development of apitherapy

Beekeeping is closely related to apitherapy, which
means treatment with bee products (Latin: apis � bee,
Ancient Greek: therapia: therapy� treatment).7

Apitherapy preserves health using products from bee-
hives (Fratellone et al., 2016). Bradbear (2009, p. 119)
uses the definition by The Apimondia Standing Commission
for Apitherapy which defines apitherapy as “a medical con-
cept, based on scientific foundations corroborating traditional
knowledge, including:

� bee production procedures aimed at medical development;
� transformation of hive product procedures, alone, or in asso-

ciation with medicinal plants and their derivatives (api-
pharmacopoeia); and

� clinical protocols incorporating the use of the api-pharmaco-
poeia and/or of the bees (api-medicine).”

Bee products, which also include honey, pollen,
propolis, royal jelly, Apilarnil (i.e. male honey bee brood
homogenate), bee venom and bee wax as well as
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beehive aromas, are not medicinal products, but a useful
supplement to medicines and food (Al-Samie, 2012;
Bradbear, 2009; Fratellone et al., 2016; Kap�s, 2012; �Sivic
et al., 2007). Pu�snik (2016) and Al-Samie (2012) add
that apitherapy is a method of treatment that has been
in development for 5.000 years and is supported by
more than a hundred years of research and scientific
discoveries. This (medical) concept is the subject of sci-
entific research,8 and Şenel and Demir (2018) find that
Switzerland, Croatia and Bulgaria are scientifically the
most productive countries in this regard.

Ancient Egyptians put bees into the coat of arms of
their rulers and painted them on the walls of pharaohs’
tombs and were already purposefully harvesting honey.
A record documenting the recommendation of using
honey to treat eye, renal and stomach ailments also
hails from that period. The record also mentions poulti-
ces, ointments and other concoctions (Pu�snik, 2016). It
is evident that the use of honey as a health agent is
much older than the history of medicine itself
(Kuropatnicki et al., 2018). The oldest medicinal recipe
originates from Sumer from around 2000 B.C., which
also mentions honey among other ingredients. Religious
books also mention this recipe (Al-Samie, 2012; �Sivic
et al., 2007). Furthermore, ancient Eastern medicine
recommends honey against plant, animal and mineral
poisonings. In the Buddhist culture, honey is considered
a life extending ingredient. In the time of Tang dynasty
in ancient China, honey was recommended to prevent
caries build up and as a skincare agent. Similar records
on recommending honey and other bee products for
treatment can also be found in Indian and Greek cul-
tures, where the benefits of honey are described by
Hippocrates and Aristotle, as well as Roman culture.
Similar records are found throughout history up to the
present day with the onset of scientific exploration of
the effects of honey using chemistry and technology.9

The number of studies about the positive effects of bee
products on health is getting larger every day.10 Besides
bee products, whose effects depend on their compos-
ition and characteristics, inhaling air in beehives is also
beneficial (Kap�s, 2012).

Dr. Filip Ter�c (1844–1917), a doctor, lecturer and
beekeeper, born in Bohemia, who worked and died in
Maribor, Slovenia, broke ground in modern apitherapy.
He held lectures on beekeeping at various schools,
among others in Vienna and Graz. He especially
researched the effect of bee venom on humans. While
working with bees, he noticed that bee stings reduced
symptoms of rheumatism. Between 1878 and 1887, he
analysed 173 cases, inducing his patients with 39.000
bee stings. His purposeful experiments carved out api-
therapy, setting milestones for allergology and immun-
ology. In 2006, at the international apitherapy congress
in Passau, the birthday of Filip Ter�c, 30 March, was pro-
claimed as the International Apitherapy Day (Kim, 2013;
Pivec, 2013; Pu�snik, 2016).

The issue of introducing bee venom into human
organism (allergic reactions) is often highlighted in con-
nection to apitherapy due to possible medical complica-
tions, however, Al-Samie (2012) does not see them as
critical (there is no consensus on this issue as of yet).
Slovenian experts in medicine are very careful and advo-
cate that the status of apitherapist could only be
acquired by a medical doctor and healer after expert
assessment and through a special license awarded by
the Medical Chamber of Slovenia (Borko & Turk, 2016).
On the other hand, �Zidov (2000) describes alternative
medicine, ethno-medicine or popular healing practices,
which were and still are widely present in Slovenia.
Dukovski (1998, pp. 535–536) writes about herbalists
and quasi-medicine in a similar context using the
example of rural Istria (Upper Adriatic).11 This proves
that alternative practices have been in use for decades
and centuries and this knowledge and experience are
transferred through generations.12 Anyway, no consen-
sus has been reached yet, which is not favourable for
the development of apitherapy and apitourism. In this
regard, not only policymakers but also scientists have a
lot of work to do. The fact is that that apitherapy is in
constant development, however, it is not widely
researched in terms of ‘traditional science’. Searching
the keyword apitherapy in the PUBMed database in the
period from July 1975 to July 2020 results in merely
225 articles, which proves that this is quite an ‘exotic’
research topic. The term is obviously not universally
known in medicine – see the case of Turkish students
of medicine (€Unal & €Ozt€urk, 2020). In addition,
Lithuanian undergraduate pharmacy students (MPharm
program) with work experience think that apitherapy is
part of the Lithuanian traditional medicine, although
only 10% confirmed themselves already as apitherapy
experts (Trumbeckaite et al., 2015).

Development of apitourism

We can link beekeeping and apitherapy with tourism –

health tourism. According to Strategy for the
Sustainable Growth of Slovenian Tourism 2017-2021
(Zagorc, 2017), OECD (OECD Tourism Trends & Policies
2018. Highlights, 2018; 2020, 2020, 2020), Ovsenik
(2015), Goj�ci�c (2005) and others, such tourism is
becoming a part of contemporary trends. It is therefore
understandable why destinations are developing new
specific beekeeping and apitherapy-related tourist prod-
ucts, which are a reflection of unspoilt nature.

A type of tourism called apitourism or beekeeping
tourism gradually developed from topical products of
apitherapy and beekeeping. This is a special type of
tourism related to professional beekeeping and bee
products in the ecological, food-related and medical
sense. Moreover, tourists visit beehives, beekeeping
museums and open-air museums where they can
acquaint themselves with the history, tradition and the
types of beekeeping, getting in touch with the cultural
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and natural sights of a particular country (Grigorova
et al., 2016; Pantoja et al., 2017; �Sivic, 2013; Wo�s, 2014,
p. 67).

Special topical experience which is a part of contem-
porary sustainable tourism offers an adventure, an
experience tailored to an individual’s character, values,
principles and interests. One of the main characteristics
of apitourism is social responsibility because it pro-
motes understanding, social integrity and education
through a unique tourist experience (Kline Arih et al.,
2013; �Sivic, 2013). Apitourism helps revive rural areas
and preserves original culture and traditions. Traditional
rural events also offer plenty of opportunities (see
Koro�ssec (2007), Kumer et al. (2019), Grigorova et al.
(2016), Hrobat Virloget & Kavre�ci�c (2019)). This means
that apitourism is a very interdisciplinary activity that
offers not only health-related products and services –

see Wo�s (2014), Kline Arih and Arih Koro�sec (2013)
and �Sivic (�Sivic, 2013). Slovenia stands out with its api-
tourism provider certification process, which takes into
account several beekeeping and apitherapy-related crite-
ria (Drame, 2018; Kline Arih & Arih Koro�sec, 2015).

Apitourism is undoubtedly a contemporary phenom-
enon and a part of contemporary tourism. Medical lit-
erature does not yet corroborate any studies –

searching with the keyword apitourism in the PUBMed
database shows zero hits. Its penetration on the global
stage also depends on strong scientific foundations, i.e.
quality interdisciplinary scientific research.

Conclusions

The goal of this multidisciplinary/interdisciplinary
research is to illuminate the beginnings and the develop-
ment of apitourism as a new branch of special interest
tourism that is already being integrated into Slovenian
environment, keeping track of new strategic guidelines
of Slovenian tourism. It represents a type of tourism
that is linked with tradition, is sustainable and respon-
sible and therefore compatible with the three of the
fastest growing tourist trends: health, wellbeing and
sustainability.

Slovenia is a prime example and a case study of the
development of a health-related product that has gone
through all the development phases, with the knowledge
growing and transferring within and between genera-
tions. In this case we can say that we are dealing with a
native/autochthonous tourist product. The contempor-
ary commercial implementation is actually a conse-
quence of improved/upgraded knowledge and
achievements of Anton Jan�sa, Peter Pavel Glavar, Anton
�Znider�si�c and other propulsive beekeepers, and later
‘shaped’ by doctor Filip Ter�c. This created a long-term
(temporal aspect) cause and effect relationship (bee-
keeping – apitherapy – apitourism), which fundamentally
depends on natural beekeeping conditions and on the
knowledge and skills of the beekeepers. In the meth-
odological sense, it can be considered in the path

dependency context (Mahoney, 2000). In a substantive
sense, past achievements served to improve and
upgrade bee products and bee-related services (apither-
apy) in order to strengthen health and the process of
healing. The relationship mentioned above is therefore
relevant nowadays because there are substantive (prac-
tical) cause-and-effect relationships between different
fields. Each previous field is a precondition to imple-
menting the following one, with apitherapy not being
the only precondition to offer apitourism-related serv-
ices. This article especially points out health-related
aspects of apitourism. However, it cannot be discussed
only one-dimensionally; if the products and services are
widely available, we can illuminate effects on a wider
social scale (public health). Hence, we cannot ignore the
fact that both beekeeping and apitherapy as well as api-
tourism are a part of commercial activities (generat-
ing revenue).

Apitherapy is constantly under development although
this subfield of alternative medicine is not widely investi-
gated by researchers. Among scientists, apitourism is a
new phenomenon in the initial stages of serious study.
Further studies will improve its recognition and
strengthen the trust in apitherapy and apitourism. More
studies will bring about legal and professional regularisa-
tion of apitherapy and apitherapists, which is currently
one of Slovenia’s bottlenecks, although Slovenia is one
of the leading countries in this field in the world.
Apitourism should also be appropriately regularised,
with safety being the primary concern. For traditional
subbranches of health tourism offered in this part of
Europe in well-known centres such as Opatija, Grado,
Portoro�z, Bled, Radenci and Roga�ska Slatina, many
ambiguities have already been solved in the past.

Notes

1. We can also categorise it under integrative or complementary
medicine. The terminological aspects are explained in Mi�ci�c and
Mi�ci�c (2009) and Ng et al. (Ng et al., 2016) but are not the
subject of this discussion. This article will use the term
alternative medicine throughout.

2. It can be discussed from the perspective of history end
ethnography as well.

3. Due to a rich Slovenian beekeeping history and culture, United
Nations proclaimed 20th May ‘World Bee Day’ at the behest of
Slovenian Beekeepers’ Association with the support of the
Slovenian government.

4. A more comprehensive history of beekeeping is presented in
Crane (1999).

5. More can be found in Frani�c (2019).
6. For easier presentation we use regional names that are part of

the general knowledge that do not completely correspond to
the administrative units of the past.

7. Honey has been used as a wound treatment already by the
ancient civilisations around the world (Forrest, 1982; Minden-
Birkenmaier & Bowlin, 2018).

8. Interesting topics were discussed at world congresses of
Apimondia, e.g. 44th Apimondia Congress, Daejon, 15-20
September 2015 and 46th Apimondia Congress, Montreal, 8 – 12
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September 2019 (Congress 2015—Daejon—South Korea—
Proceedings, 2015).

9. More on historical perspective can be found in Kuropatnicki
et al. (2018).

10. Samarghandian et al. (2017) made the review to emphasize the
ability of honey and its multitude in medicinal aspects.

11. In the context of comprehensive coverage of alternative
approaches and solutions, the author also mentions witches and
witch doctors.

12. For this reason, ethnological and anthropological research is
also relevant.
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