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Marissa Ames
Editor

Welcome to 
Backyard 

Beekeeping!

AS MY HUSBAND DROVE, 
I sat in the passenger seat, 
setting my Facebook status: 

“Headed to get the bees!” I relaxed and 
watched the desert pass by, content to 
start my newest homesteading adven-
ture. With a new property to match 
my new farmer’s tan, and new seeds 
planted in newly tilled ground, I figured 
bees were the next step. 

That was the most relaxed I would 
ever be about my bees.

The drive back, over an hour of 
windy freeway between Reno and 
Fallon, Nevada, I watched bee after bee 
escape the car’s trunk and migrate to 
the windshield. And I realized that all 
of this “control” was a façade. I had a 
lot to learn about beekeeping, and those 
errant workers in the cab were just the 
start.

Become a beekeeper, not a honey 
farmer. Learn to do what’s best for your 
colonies, and honey will be part of the 
sweet reward.

Since picking up those first nucs, I 
have learned that we can only control 
so much about our bees: their housing, 
the environment we give them, the steps 
we take to be sure they can do their jobs 
without stress. Disease management, 

requeening, offering some safe nectar 
sources. But so much is on them, too. 
While I can set up what should be the 
ideal situation, so much depends on bee 
behavior and how they make their own 
food, make new queens (or don’t), their 
brood, and those robbing bees that want 
to steal their hard work.

I needed a mentor. I still do. And I 
believe I always will. 

Ames Family Farm is located in 
Fallon, Nevada, an agricultural hub in 
a state of sand and clay, sagebrush, and 
minimal rainfall. If I want local honey, 
I just need to walk into the next locally 
owned shop. So why keep bees? Like 
my other livestock, and like parts of my 
garden, beekeeping is a lifestyle choice. 
It’s a way I can increase my knowledge 
and improve my joy with something 
that can help others by pollinating their 
squash. 

And there’s the potential of honey 
gifts at Christmas. As long as the bees 
do well, of course, and they have all 
the honey they need for our next harsh, 
windy winter.

For the Love of Bees,

New land, new  
potential, new bees! 
My husband installs 
our very first nucs.
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1 MINIMAL WINTER WORK 
If the beekeeper has helped the colony  
store plenty of food and has addressed 

pest, predator, and disease issues, there is little 
to do in winter.

2 BEES MAKE HONEY AND MORE  
Bees make more honey than they need to 
survive a winter on their own. They share 

the surplus with the beekeeper. You can also 
use byproducts like beeswax, propolis, and 
royal jelly for candles, soaps, and more. You 
don’t need to harm your bees to harvest these 
products.

3 HONEY BEES POLLINATE  
Honey bees’ main foods are nectar and  
pollen collected as they fly from flower to 

flower. Their hairy little bodies pick up the sticky 
pollen from flowers. This is the pollen that then 
transfers to the sticky stigma on another flower 
and pollination occurs.

4RELATIVELY COST-EFFECTIVE EQUIPMENT   
While your initial setup takes a few  
bucks, beekeeping equipment is far less 

expensive than other farm or agricultural  
equipment. A hive of honey bees doesn’t  
require oil, gasoline, diesel or anything else to 
run.

5ROOM TO GROW 
If you produce too many colonies for your 
backyard, then unlike cows or something 

else big, you can simply ask a neighbor or 
friend if you can put some of your valuable hon-
ey bees on his property. No land to buy or rent.

6NO FENCING CALAMITIES  
Unlike cows, goats, sheep, pigs, and  
other farm inhabitants, bees don’t require 

fencing nor will they knock down or otherwise 
destroy your fencing.

7BEES WORK FOR NEXT TO NOTHING 
Honey bees feed themselves — a honey 
bee can forage for nectar and pollen  

efficiently in a 2- to 21/2-mile radius of their  
colony — and clean up after themselves as well.

8SLEEP IN AND GO ON VACATION 
You don’t have to get up at 2:00 in the  
morning to check if they are hatching or 

calving. You can also go on a reasonable  
vacation without commissioning a bee sitter.

9FUN FOR CITY DWELLERS, TOO  
You don’t have to own large tracts of your 
own land or barns. You can live on a small 

plot right in the city and keep your own bees, 
pending you follow all local regulations and 
your setup is respectful of neighbors.

10HONEY BEES ARE THE KEYSTONE  
FUNDAMENTAL POLLINATOR SPECIES  
Honey bees produce an almost perfect 

energy food — honey. You don’t have to be  
perfect to be a perfect beekeeper. Honey bees 
do not necessarily require the management  
skills of a learned beekeeper for optimum  
results.

Beekeeping is truly a one-of-a-kind hobby! Here are some of the perks you’ll 
get with bees you won’t find with traditional livestock and poultry.  

Originally published in Countryside & Small 
Stock Journal by Jerry Hayes — 2007.
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bee community

ANDREW 'S  HONEYANDREW 'S  HONEY

The building north of 
Briant Park reflects 
the beautiful spring 
sky. Hundreds of 
thousands of people 
walk past these bee-
hives in the north-
west portion of the 
park, sandwiched be-
tween the New York 
Public Library (of 
Ghostbusters fame) 
and Times Square. 
Most people never 
realize the bees are 
even there.
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Boris has been on the same page of Andrew’s book for months.
On a very sweet diplomatic mission, Andrew maintains this apiary 
on international territory at the United Nations Headquarters in 
Manhattan. Left to right: Zoe Tezak, Nobu, and Andrew. Photo by 
Alex Cameron.

Son holding bees: Andrew’s five-year-old son Nobuaki holding a 
frame of bees at the apiary on the North Lawn of the United Na-
tions Headquarters. Photo by Andrew Coté.

FOURTH-GENERATION BEEKEEPER An-
drew Coté keeps over 100 colonies in New York 
City. From selling honey at farmers markets to 

removing swarms from 10-story rooftops, he shares 
beekeeping with generation five. He sells honey to ce-
lebrities, teaches seminars, and works with restaurants. 
Andrew details some of his adventures in his book 
Honey and Venom: Confessions of an Urban Beekeep-
er (Random House, 2020).

These rainbow hives are maintained by Andrew on a piece of land 
in New York City that has been farmed continuously since 1697. The 
Queens County Farm Museum hosts New York City’s largest apiary, 
boasting more bees than Queens has humans.
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bee community

19th and Broadway Manhattan: Father and son beekeepers Nobu 
(left) and Andrew Coté check on the bees atop a ballet school on 
Broadway and E. 19th Street. The Emptire State building helps fill 
in the background. Photo by Emilia Escobar.

Andrew and Nobu walk from apiary to apiary in Midtown Manhat-
tan. Photo by Susana Yepes.

Andrew atop a bakery in Buskwick, Brooklyn with Manhatten far off 
in the background and the elevated M subway line directly behind 
him. Photo by Robert Deachak.

Mulberry St. Cemetery SoHo: Seven beehives, one for each of the 
deadly sins, in Manhattan’s oldest Catholic cemetery, part of St. 
Patrick’s Old Cathedral. The sheep keep the grass down and the 
bees keep the flowers pollinated. The water source is holy water. 
Photo by Andrew Coté.
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Andrews Honey Truck: Andrew’s now sadly defunct market honey truck (2003-2020, RIP), 
hand-painted with love. Photo by Nobu Coté.

Capturing a swarm while leaning out 17 floors 
above Times Square. Photo by Hannah Sng 
Baek.

High school students including Tristan Pinto (center) atop Grace School on Fourth Avenue 
and 11th Street in Manhattan. Photo by Andrew Coté.

A swarm captured from a tree in Carroll 
Gardens, Brooklyln. Naturally, when Andrew 
was told that it was “about six feet off the 
ground,” he figured it was more like 12 feet 
off. It was at least 15 feet up. (Andrew’s shirt 
translates to “take it easy” in Irish.)

Read more about Andrew on page 40.

Follow Andrew’s Honey: Andrewshoney.com; Instagram @andrewshoney;  
Twitter @andrewshoney; Facebook: Andrew’s Honey
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Ask the Bee Expert! 
Visit backyardbeekeeping.iamcountryside.com and get answers to your beekeeping challenges  

through our live interactive chat. You can also email us at editor@countrysidemag.com or mail your 
inquiries to P.O. Box 566, Medford, WI 54451. 

How Do I Save a  
Late-Season Swarm?

Paul E. Marcum asks: 
I am a newbie. I caught two swarms in April, and they 

appear to be doing very well. I caught another very small 
swarm in the middle of August. They are surviving, but I 
don't think they can make enough honey before winter to 

survive through the winter. Should I take a brood frame from 
each of the other hives (along with nurse bees on the frames) 

and put them into the August swarm?

Rusty Burlew replies:

Deciding how to handle a late swarm can be difficult, 
even for an experienced beekeeper. Although late 
swarms have a very low survival rate, they can be 
helped along with additional resources. The problem is 
that each time you remove a frame of brood from your 
strong colonies, you are weakening them. It's easy to 
get into a situation where you lose all of your colonies 
to bolster a weak one. In light of that, you need to 
assess all three carefully before you do anything else.

First, look at the small one. Does it have a laying 
queen? Even if it started with a virgin queen, she 
should be laying by now. If she’s not, maybe there are 
not enough drones in your area for her to mate. Or 

maybe there is no queen, and the swarm is just a ball 
of bees that will soon die. Such queenless swarms are 
common in the late summer. If you have a queenless 
swarm or a swarm led by a virgin, your best bet would 
be to combine it with one of your other colonies.

If you see an actively laying queen, then look at your 
strong colonies. How much brood do they have? Many 
colonies have very little brood in late summer and early 
fall. Unless they have multiple frames of it, I wouldn't 
risk taking any away. But if you have a colony with 
multiple brood frames, you can try transferring a 
single frame to the small colony. Two frames may be 
too much for them to keep warm, so move only one to 
start. Any foragers adhering to the frame will fly back 
to their original hive, leaving you with just nurse bees, 
so after a couple of days, you should look in the new 
colony to see how many bees you actually ended up 
with.

If you think there are enough bees to cover the brood 
completely, you can try moving a second frame into 
the small colony as long as you're not risking the donor 
colony. Keep the new colony well fed at all times; 
otherwise, it will fall behind, and the brood will die.

There is no right or wrong way to handle your 
situation; it’s simply a management decision that only 
you can make. Just don’t jeopardize the bees that can 
overwinter for those that probably cannot. 

RUSTY BURLEW is a master beekeeper in 
Washington State with an undergraduate 
degree in agronomic crops and a master’s 
degree in environmental studies with an 
emphasis on pollination ecology. Rusty 
owns HoneyBeeSuite.com, and is the 
director of the Native Bee Conservancy of 
Washington State.

ask the expert 
with rusty burlew
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Why Are There 
Bald-Faced Hornets  
in My Top Feeder?

Kris Krogstad writes: 
I found a ton of dead, large, black and white 
insects, which I think might be bald-faced 

hornets, dead inside a feeder. I killed a bunch 
outside of my hives too. The entrance reducer 

was on also. Should I worry? I'm thrilled 
the hive was strong enough to kill all the 

intruders, at least.

Rusty Burlew replies:

Your invaders certainly do look like bald-faced 
hornets, but I’m perplexed as to how they got into the 
hive. I wouldn’t worry, but I would try to contain the 
problem before it gets worse.

Ensure your hive doesn't have any openings where 
the hornets could get in, such as a tear in the screened 
bottom board (if you are using one) or two boxes that 
are not aligned properly.

Sometimes an entrance reducer can cause more 
problems than it solves because the odor of the hive 
goes out through that one small opening and leads the 
wasps straight to the front door. It’s like posting a sign 
that says, “Entrance.”

Instead of the reducer (or in addition to it), use a 
robbing screen. A robbing screen (pictured) works 
by providing an outer entrance away from the actual 
entrance. You attach it to the front of the hive and 
open the gate on the opposite end from the real 
entrance.

If you've never used one, it's scary at first because it 
confuses the bees, and all you see is pandemonium. But 
as soon as the bees begin to figure it out, they fan their 
pheromones and lead their sisters to the new entrance. 
Essentially, they go through an outer entrance, walk 
across the front of the hive, and then go into their 
regular entrance.

On the other hand, the wasps continue to follow their 
sense of smell and can be seen butting into the area 
where the hive scent comes out instead of the alternate 
entrance. These screens work surprisingly well, and 
some people who have lots of wasps leave them on 
year-round.

If you live in a northern area, the wasp colonies will 
die off with the first hard freeze, and the gynes (next 
year's queens) will hibernate in the soil. In the meantime, 
don't be surprised to see wasps continue to hang around 
your hives. They often pick up dead bees from the 
ground and take them home, or they may sometimes 
snatch bees out of the air. If you keep a small butterfly 
net handy, you can catch and kill enough to make a 
difference.

Although your colony can do a pretty good job 
defending itself, the bees deserve a safe haven — a place 
away from danger. I think it is worth the effort to keep 
the predators out of the hive.

Kris Krogstad replies:
Thanks for the advice, Rusty. I put the robbing screens 

in place per your recommendation. Unfortunately, I had 
already lost one hive to robbing. I’m hoping they help 
keep robbers away from the other hives. 

A robbing screen works by providing an outer entrance away from the 
actual entrance.

ask the expert 
with rusty burlew
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What Are Those White Worms in My Honey?

Q: I recently started selling my honey. A few weeks ago, I saw a few small white worms in it 
during the extraction process. Is that normal? The honey is from wild bees in a tree hive.

Rusty Burlew replies:

The little white "worms" we 
sometimes see in honey are not 
worms at all. Instead, they are the 
larval stage of the wax moth. Like 
honey bees, wax moths go through 
four stages of metamorphosis: egg, 
larva, pupa, and adult.

After five to eight days in an 
egg, the larvae hatch and crawl 
around looking for something to 
eat. Although they appear to eat 
wax, they really want leftovers from 
honey bee brood-rearing, such as 
empty cocoons or bits and pieces of 
a bee. For this reason, you are much 
more likely to see wax moth larvae 
in comb that was once used for 
brood rearing.

In a situation like yours, where 
the honey came from a tree hive, 
it is not unusual to see wax moth 
larvae in the honey. The wild bees 
most likely used that comb for brood 
rearing before filling it with honey 
for the winter. Beekeepers who 
use box hives, such as the common 
Langstroth, can use queen excluders 
that prevent the queen from laying 
eggs in comb that bees will use for 
honey. Since that comb never was 
used for brood rearing, it is less likely 
to attract wax moths.

A few wax moths in the honey are 
more of an annoyance than anything 
else. Honey has many chemical and 
physical properties that prevent 
pathogens, including bacteria and 
viruses, from surviving in it. Honey 

has been used for generations as an 
antibiotic agent in human health 
care. Honey is highly hygroscopic, 
meaning it pulls water from living 
organisms, causing them to wither 
and die. It is also very acidic, 
produces hydrogen peroxide, and 
contains pathogen-resistant plant 
chemicals.

The best thing to do is what you 
already did — strain the honey to 
remove any moths that remain. This 
is good practice anyway because 
straining also removes any wax bits, 
bee wings, or pollen pellets that may 
detract from the honey's appearance. 
The raw honey that remains is pure 
and healthful. 

ask the expert 
with rusty burlew
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Can I Put Out Extracted 
Supers Without Encouraging 

Robbing?

David D. asks:
I've read that putting extracted supers out for any bees 

promotes robbing. Is there a distance away that this would 
be okay, or is the mere fact of getting easy honey that is the 

triggering mechanism?

Rusty Burlew replies:

Finding a source of ready-made honey excites the 
bees, almost to the point of frenzy. So providing wet 
supers gets the bees agitated and more willing, it 
seems, to attempt robbing.

So to clean your frames, you can put them away from 
your apiary — further is better — or you can set the 
wet supers on a strong hive. After adding them, close 

up the hive as normal and allow the bees to clean the 
frames inside and not cause a ruckus.

This is my preference. I stack as many as I can on my 
strongest hives and give them a few days to clean up. 
The stronger hives are better able to resist robbing, and 
also, they are most likely to clean up the frames quickly 
and efficiently. If this makes you uncomfortable, you 
can add a robbing screen before you add the wet 
supers. 

ask the expert 
with rusty burlew
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Should I Perform Beehive 
Inspections With Supers On?

David Curtis asks: 
Once I have my honey supers on, how often should I be 

checking my brood boxes?

Rusty Burlew replies:

As a general rule, I try not to go into the brood boxes 
when the honey supers are on. There are a few reasons 
for this. For one thing, disruption to the colony causes 
nectar collection to drop, sometimes for several days, 
while the bees calm down, re-group, and repair any 
damage. Secondly, it’s best not to use a lot of smoke 
around open honey cells because particles and odors 
may contaminate the honey. Smoke contamination is 
not common, but occasionally it does happen. A third 
reason is honey supers can be extremely heavy, so 
lifting them may be a chore.

In most places, the nectar flow doesn’t last very long. 
In those cases, you can treat for mites and do your 
inspections before adding your supers. Then, when 
the flow is over, you can remove the supers and do 
more inspections. If the colony is healthy and mites are 
controlled, it should easily get through the nectar flow 
without additional inspections. On the other hand, if 

the colony is not strong, you shouldn't give it a honey 
super at all.

The dates will vary with your locality, but where I 
live in Washington, I check the bees and treat in April, 
add the honey supers for May and June, and then take 
them off around July 4. In those areas where you also 
have a fall flow, you can check and treat the bees in 
August and then replace the supers for September, 
although many beekeepers leave the fall flow on the 
hives for the bees to overwinter.

If you don’t know the timing of the nectar flows in 
your area, try asking some local beekeepers. Then you 
can easily schedule inspections around the placement 
and removal of honey supers. In any case, if you 
think something is amiss with your colony, then an 
inspection is always appropriate, regardless of the 
honey supers.

We hope this helps! 

ask the expert 
with rusty burlew
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Why Are My Bees  
Dying by the Hundreds?

Marlin Hendricks asks: 
I have a full, active Warre hive — four boxes — but lots of dead or dying 
bees on the ground right in front of the hive. Several hundred per day for 
the last two to three weeks. Some are dead, others are “shivering,” weak, 

unable to fly, maybe walking a little or on their backs kicking.  
No deformities, no mites that I can find. Any ideas?

Rusty Burlew replies:

A number of things can cause large 
quantities of bees to die in front of a 
hive, including some diseases such as 
nosema, tracheal mites, and viruses. 
However, your description sounds to 
me like pesticide poisoning.

It's difficult to diagnose these 
conditions without laboratory 
analysis, and even then, you have to 
tell the lab what you want them to 
look for. In the end, the analyses are 
often better at telling you what is not 
the cause if death rather than what is.

I lean toward pesticides for several 
reasons. First, it sounds like you 
have a large and otherwise healthy 
colony. Second, many of the common 
pesticides overstimulate the central 
nervous system, causing shivering, 

kicking, and what may appear like 
stumbling. In addition, it's the time of 
year when people — especially those 
not trained, such as homeowners — 
spray their flowers to control bugs.

Honey bee colonies are often hit 
hard by pesticides because of their 
dance language. One bee finds a food 
source and tells her nest mates where 
it is. Many may go there to collect 
the pollen or nectar. Meanwhile, the 
homeowner sees all these “bugs” on 
his or her flowers and sprays them. 
The bees that come in contact with 
the poison, whether by ingestion or 
touch, often make it back to the hive 
before they die. They may try to get 
inside and be rejected by wary nest 
mates, or they may decide not to 
enter to avoid spreading the poison to 
others — a form of altruistic suicide.

ask the expert 
with rusty burlew
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The result of all this is a pile of 
dead or dying bees right in front of 
the hive. One common symptom of 
pesticide poisoning is an extended 
proboscis (tongue). Extension of 
the proboscis is a natural reaction 
to poisoning, much like vomiting 
in mammals. If you sort through 
the dead and find many extended 
tongues, it will add weight to the 
pesticide theory.

Many colonies can recover from 
a poisoning event if only a portion 
of the bees are going to the treated 
plant. The population will take 
a hit, however, and it may lower 
your overall honey production. It's 
nearly impossible to tell the source 
since honey bees travel so far and 
pesticide use is so common. 
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Rusty Burlew replies:

Washboarding seems to be a universal behavior 
among Apis mellifera, but the purpose of it remains 
unclear. When bees washboard, they space themselves 
on the surface of their hive, a lot like those social 
distancing circles you see in the news where everyone 
is equidistant. Then they plant their four rear legs in 
place and use their two front legs to step forward and 
back in a rocking motion while they lick the surface. 
Sometimes a colony will washboard for a day or two, 
but at other times it may continue for weeks.

Experiments have been performed in an effort to 
understand washboarding behavior in bees. Although 
researchers have come to no solid conclusions, some 

Photo 
courtesy 
of Butts 
Bees.

ask the expert 
with rusty burlew

Bees Washboarding

Karine Hinton asks: 
My bees began washboarding two days ago. I’m 
looking for more information on this behavior.

characteristics are consistent from hive to hive. For ex-
ample, given various surfaces, honey bees are more apt 
to washboard on irregular or rough-textured surfaces. 
Washboarders are all workers — no drones — and they 
begin at about 13 days of age, but their activity peaks 
between 15-25 days of age. Older workers seem to lose 
interest. Washboarding is most likely to begin after a 
nectar flow ends. On any given day, the activity begins 
early, about 8 a.m. and increases until early afternoon, 
and then remains constant until early evening.

Some beekeepers assume that the bees polish rough 
places where pathogens could live, while others think 
they are just cleaning particles left over from the honey 
season. It’s all speculation, though, since we don’t 
know and we can’t ask. 
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ask the expert 
with rusty burlew

Brood in Honey; No Queen Excluder — 
What Now?

David D. asks: 
How do beekeepers who don’t use queen excluders deal with honey frames 

 that may have some brood mixed in when they go to extract?

Rusty Burlew replies:

Many people don’t like the idea 
of queen excluders until they get to 
this point. Brood in the honey su-
pers is a difficult problem to solve, 
and the solutions are not ideal.

If you find a lot of brood, it’s 
probably best to leave it alone and 
not extract at all. This is the best 
choice if you want to keep the 
drawn comb undamaged or you 
want to keep the brood.

If you find some honey-only sec-
tions among the brood, and you’re 
not concerned about keeping the 

drawn comb, you can cut the honey 
sections out with a knife and use 
them for comb honey. When you 
give the frame back to the bees they 
will usually repair the damage.

If you have only small sections of 
brood in a frame, you can cut out 
those sections and discard them, 
then try to extract the rest. If you cut 
out too much, however, the comb 
may release from the frame while 
it’s spinning in the extractor.

Alternatively, you can cut ev-
erything out of the frame and put 
the brood sections in one pile and 
the honey sections in another pile. 

Once separated, you can discard 
the brood and crush and strain the 
honey with a fork and a strainer. 
This avoids the problem of having 
the comb release in the extractor, 
which can get messy, and it gives 
you extracted honey rather than 
comb honey.

The last alternative I can think 
of is to put an excluder on now 
and make sure the queen is below 
it. Then wait for all the brood 
to emerge and then extract the 
honey. 
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ask the expert 
with rusty burlew

How Do I Combine Two Double-Deep Hives?

David D. asks: 
I’m thinking of paper merging two double-deep hives. My question is: Do I leave it as a 

four deep or do I reduce it in size and if so what is the process? 

Rusty Burlew replies:

I don’t know your reason for combining, but in any 
case, you should probably reduce the size of your com-
bined hive before winter. A tall hive in winter can be 
drafty, due to the chimney effect. Just as a tall chimney 
has more draft than a short one, a tall hive will have 
more draft than a more compact one. In addition, a 
large interior is more difficult for the bees to patrol for 
winter pests including mice, voles, beetles, spiders, or 
whatever else might find the space attractive. A hive 
with two or three boxes will be more manageable for 
you, as well.

Before you begin to combine the two double-deep 
hives, try to consolidate the brood nests in each hive. 
For example, If one hive has five frames of brood in 
one box, and two in the other box, try to put all seven 
of them in one box. Repeat this process in the other 
hive. Then, when you combine, put the two brood 
nests adjacent to each other with the newspaper in 

between. This arrangement will give you one big brood 
nest straddling the two middle boxes instead of two 
smaller nests in different areas, which is much easier for 
the bees to maintain.

After the bees have successfully combined but be-
fore it gets cold, rearrange the boxes. Put the two boxes 
with brood on the bottom. In the third box, put as much 
honey as will fit. In the fourth box, put any extra honey 
and frames of bees. Let them settle in for a few days, and 
then put an escape board between box three and four 
and see if the bees will consolidate. On a cold evening, all 
the bees from the top box should go down to the brood 
nest to help keep it warm. Leave the escape board (or an 
inner cover with a porter escape snapped in the hole) for 
a couple of days. Once all the bees have gone down, you 
can remove the top box. If the hive is still so populous 
that some bees refuse to go down, remove the escape 
board for a couple of weeks and then try again. Popula-
tions drop rapidly at this time of year, so eventually, they 
should all be happy in three boxes. 
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ask the expert 
with rusty burlew

Can I Check Honey Supers While Treating With  
Formic Pro Mite Treatment?

David D. asks: 
I’m treating my hives with Formic Pro at this time. I know you 
shouldn’t manipulate the hive during treatment, but what about 

checking honey supers and adding or taking them away?

Rusty Burlew replies:
You can go online and read the official EPA label for 

Formic Pro and you can also go to the manufacturer’s 
site and find the usage FAQs. For the health of your 
bees, these two documents should be followed as close-
ly as possible.

However, the FAQ sheet reads, “Do not disturb col-
onies during the treatment period” and the EPA label 
reads, “Do not disturb brood chamber frames during 

the application process,” so it’s not totally clear how 
the supers, which are above the brood chamber, should 
be handled. My take on it would be to stay away from 
the hive during treatment, but if for some compelling 
reason you need to check a honey super, stay above the 
brood chamber, work quickly, and get out as soon as 
possible. Both documents say it is preferable to leave at 
least one honey super in place during treatment to give 
the bees more room to roam. 
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beekeeping 101

Bee Combos
BY BRIDGET MENDEL

WHO ISN’T FASCINATED 
BY GRAFTING? How a 
plum tree can be grafted 

onto the rootstock of a peach tree to 
create a hybrid of drupe fruits. How 
a heart can be taken from a pig and 
successfully introduced into a human 
being.

What about honey bees? Are they as 
fluid as water? 

Pretty much. One example of com-
bining bees from different colonies 

Colonies can be combined at any 
point in the season and for many 
reasons. A beekeeper might combine 
a definitely queenless colony with a 
queen-right colony if, for some reason, 
requeening the colony is not an option 
(for example, it is too late in the season 
for the bees to raise their own new 
queen, or mated queens are hard to 
come by).

Another reason a beekeeper might 
combine a colony is if she finds a 
drone layer in there. A drone layer 
is a queen who has run out of sperm 
in her spermatheca, so can only lay 
unfertilized male eggs. Because her 
scent still permeates the colony, and 
because she continues to lay eggs in an 
orderly fashion, the bees don't always 
sense something is wrong and may miss 
the opportunity to build replacement 
queens. You, though, will sense some-
thing is wrong when you see inordinate 
numbers of drones and corn-puffy 
drone brood capped where there should 
be worker brood. You can step in and 
help these bees before their population 
of workers dwindles too much: remove 
(kill) the drone-laying queen, and 
combine the bees with a healthy, queen-
right colony. 

Assessing their colonies in late 
summer, a beekeeper may decide to 
combine colonies that won’t make it 
through the winter on their own due 
to their small population, lightweight 
(not enough food stores), or queen-
lessness at a point in the season where 
replacing her is difficult or impossi-
ble. 

How to combine those bees? First, 
make extra sure one colony is absolute-
ly queenless. Combining two queen-
right colonies leads to queen fights, and 
you could lose both queens. 

Then take one colony, and put it on 
top of the other one (this is a good rea-
son to use the same type of equipment 
consistently in your apiary, i.e. only 
eight frame or only 10 frame brood 
boxes).

Remove the queen you liked less 
based on her summer performance. 

is the creation of packages. Getting a 
springtime package in the mail might 
feel like brand new bees, but where did 
those bees come from? Most package 
suppliers combine workers from mul-
tiple colonies, pour them by the pound 
into a single unit, and add a caged 
queen. During the ride to yours, they all 
get used to each other's scent (phero-
mones play a large role in cohering the 
many bodies of the honey bee superor-
ganism) and become a coherent colony.
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Then place one colony on top of the 
other one. Put a sheet of newspaper or 
pages from an offensive novel be-
tween the boxes to create a thin barrier. 
During the time it takes them to chew 
through the paper, they familiarize 
themselves with each other’s unique 
scent. Meanwhile, make sure each col-
ony has its own entrance via a drilled 
hole or inner cover notch.

Check back in a few days to see 
that the newspaper has been chewed 
through and that the now-combined col-
ony is queen-right. If needed, you can 
then rearrange the boxes, condensing 
brood frames together, and arranging 
food resources around the nest accord-
ing to honey bee logic. 

A final note: oftentimes, a small or 
dwindling colony indicates sickness. 

BRIDGET MENDEL is the 
Program Manager at the 
University of Minnesota’s 
Bee Squad. She takes care 
of bees, teaches classes for 
beekeepers and the public, 
and manages interdisciplinary, 
pollinator-focused programs. 
She also writes grants and 
communications for Bee 
Squad's programs and research 
projects. Outside of Bee Squad, 
she teaches creative writing 
to college students. Her own 
work has appeared in DUSIE, 
Noo Journal, Beekeeper’s 
Quarterly, and Nous Zot Press. 
Bridget is the recipient of a 
Minnesota Emerging Writers 
Grant, and holds a BA from 
Northwestern University and an 
MFA in Creative Nonfiction from 
the University of Minnesota. 

This frame has an excessive amount of drone 
brood as indicated by the elevated, puffy 
capped cells.

You never want to risk combining a 
sick colony with a healthy one; you’ll 
end up losing both. Assess each candi-
date for a combine (including its history 
and current presentation). Does it have 
any signs of disease (deformed wings, 
unhealthy-looking larvae, sunken 
capped brood, dysentery)? Are mite 
levels out of control? If your answer 
includes any “yesses,”  let this colony 
go. It's probably all but dead anyhow. If 
your answers are a consistent "no," this 
colony may be a good candidate for a 
combine.

Happy beekeeping! 

SHOP.IAMCOUNTRYSIDE.COM/COLLECTIONS/BEEKEEPING-BOOKS

THE BEEKEEPER'S 
PROBLEM SOLVER
Underlying causes of 100 
common problems and how to 
solve all of them. 

NEW!
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hives and equipment 

JUST AS YOU CAN ALTER THE ENTRANCE to your 
Langstroth beehive, you can also adjust the top. Two 
pieces of optional equipment to consider are a screened 

inner cover and an Imirie shim. Both can improve summer-
time ventilation and increase honey production.

What is a Screened Inner Cover?
A screened inner cover replaces a regular inner cover 

during the warm months. It is simply a frame in the same di-
mensions as your Langstroth beehive, but the center is made 
of eighth-inch hardware cloth instead of wood. The two short 
sides of the screen have risers that hold the telescoping lid 
about an inch above the screen, allowing air to escape from 
the two long sides, greatly improving beehive ventilation and 
helping to keep the honey bees cool.

The screen allows warm air and water vapor to flow easily 
out of the top of the hive, but at the same time, the screen is 
small enough to keep out most pests and predators, including 
wax moths, flies, wasps, and other honey bees. The telescoping 
lid fits down over the screen, which keeps out the rain and the 
wind.

Screened inner covers also offer the unexpected benefit 
of acting as a window into the hive. I can lift the telescoping 
cover and see down between the frames without disturbing the 
bees or having them fly out at me. Sometimes a quick peek is 
all you need, and screened inner covers are perfect for that.

How Does a Screened Inner Cover Help the Bees?
Not only does good ventilation keep your honey bees cool, 

it can also increase your honey yield. Nectar is about 80% 

HOW TO CUSTOMIZE YOUR HIVE WITH  
A SCREENED INNER COVER AND IMIRIE SHIM

 Improving Summertime Beehive Ventilation
BY RUSTY BURLEW

A screened inner cover replaces a regular inner cover during  
the warm months. An Imirie shim allows an extra entrance to  

your hive without drilling holes in your bee boxes.

Screened 
inner cover. 
Photo 
credit Rusty 
Burlew.
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water, but honey is only about 18% water. To get rid of all 
that extra water, bees add enzymes and then fan their wings 
furiously. It takes much time and energy to fan away all that 
water, especially if there is no place for the warm moist air to 
go. If the moisture is locked inside the hive, hours of fanning 
will make little difference. But bees can cure honey quickly 
and efficiently if the moist air is allowed to escape through 
the screened inner cover.

 A screened inner cover can replace a standard inner cover 
during the summer. It increases airflow through the hive, 
keeping it cooler and speeding up the process of honey 
curing. At the same time, the screen prevents predators from 
entering through the top of the hive. 

Your choice to use a screened inner cover will have a lot to 
do with your local climate. In arid, desert areas with lots of dry 
wind, they are probably not necessary. In areas of high humidity 
or places with long, unremitting rainy seasons, they can make a 
world of difference. The main point to remember is all beekeep-
ing is local, and, like children, every colony is different from all 
the others. A screened inner cover is easy to make or inexpen-
sive to buy, so give one a try and see if it works for you.

Imirie Shims for Honey Production
Beekeepers who do not want to drill holes in their hon-

ey supers like to use Imirie shims between honey supers. 
Entrances in or near the honey supers are more efficient for 
honey-carrying bees because the bees do not have to travel 
from the main entrance up to the supers and then back down 
again. Instead, the foragers fly directly into an upper entrance 
and quickly deliver their nectar to a receiver bee, who then 
deposits it in a honey cell. It is quicker and saves wear and 
tear on the bees, especially those that would have to other-
wise squeeze through a queen excluder.

Not only is nectar delivery quicker, but the openings provide 
better beehive ventilation for curing the honey. Like using a 
screened inner cover, upper entrances allow the warm moist 
air to escape easily, making fanning away the excess moisture 
easier to do. Most beekeepers who use the shims for upper 
entrances add one honey super, a shim, then two honey supers, 
a shim, two more honey supers, then a third shim, and so forth. 
But other beekeepers like to place one above every super.

Imirie Shims as Spacers
Imirie shims can also be used as spacers. The extra ¾-inch 

of space can hold varroa mite treatments, pollen supple-
ments, or thin sugar cakes. If I'm using the shim as a spacer, 
I sometimes wrap the entrance of the shim in duct tape to 
keep bees from using it. This is especially true during times 
of robbing by other bees or wasps. As handy as they are, 
however, beekeepers should not use Imirie shims between 
brood boxes. The bees need to keep the brood-rearing areas 
especially warm and compact, so avoid extra space within the 
brood nest, with or without an entrance.

Imirie Shims in Winter
Upper entrances in winter are controversial — useful in 

some climates and detrimental in others. But for those who 
decide to use an upper entrance in winter, an Imirie shim 
does the job well. I use an Imirie shim just below a candy 
board for overwintering, and my bees use that entrance 
almost exclusively all winter long. It is small enough to keep 
out most pests, wind, and rain, yet it is easy for the bees to 
access on days when they want to take a quick cleansing 
flight. They can dart out and back quickly without traveling 
down through the cold hive to get outside. Imirie Shim. Photo Credit: Rusty Burlew.

How to make a screened inner cover: 
https://honeybeesuite.com/how-to-

make-a-screened-inner-cover/

Nectar is about 80% water, but 
honey is only about 18% water. To 
get rid of all that extra water, bees 

add enzymes and then fan their 
wings furiously. It takes much 

time and energy to fan away all 
that water, especially if there is no 
place for the warm moist air to go. 

The Benefits of an Imirie Shim
In addition to a screened inner cover, you can also add an 

Imirie shim to the top portion of your hive. An Imirie shim is 
simply a rectangular frame of wood, about ¾ of an inch high, 
with an entrance hole cut into one end. The original designer, 
George Imirie, insisted that their only use was to provide 
upper entrances between honey supers, but thousands of bee-
keepers since then have found alternative uses for them.

An Imirie shim allows you to add an extra entrance to your 
hive wherever you like without drilling holes in your bee 
boxes. It can also provide the extra space needed for a pollen 
supplement or a mite treatment.
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health and pests  

REGARDLESS OF WHERE 
YOU KEEP BEES, varroa 
management is a constant topic 

within any beekeeping community. A 
quick look through the latest beek how-
tos or a short visit to any bee club, and 
varroa management is bound to surface 
sooner rather than later. And with good 
reason; without proper varroa con-
trol, we beekeepers lose our valuable 
colonies. Yet, as many will tell you, 
determining which treatment options 
to choose for your own apiary may, at 
times, seem daunting at best. So, here’s 
a quick run-down featuring the latest 
soft and hard chemicals available today.

Soft vs. Hard
The chemicals used to treat for varroa 

are often referred to as either soft or hard 
chemicals. In a nutshell, “soft” chemi-
cals are naturally derived and include the 
organic acids formic acid (Formic Pro, 
Mite Away Quick Strips) and oxalic acid 
dihydrate (OA), essential oils (Apiguard, 
Apilife Var), and hop beta acids (Hop 

Hard vs. Soft  
Miticides  

for Varroa Control

Guard) while hard chemicals are syn-
thetic, or manmade miticides. 

Notable advantages of soft over hard 
miticides include reduced potential for 
mites to build resistance to the treatments. 
They can be used in organic farming 
operations, and each one’s components 
are readily found within the hive and/or 
food we consume on a regular basis such 
as thyme, beer, spinach, and honey. Soft 
chemicals also do not contaminate the 
comb as the synthetic options do. This 
makes miticide buildup in the comb and 
its resultant issues with queen and brood 
health over time a non-issue as it relates 
to beekeeper miticide use.

Just as with synthetic miticides, these 
naturally occurring treatment options 
exhibit varying levels of efficacy, often 
determined by temperature, application 
method, and even the timing of applica-
tions. When used correctly and at the ap-
propriate time, however, natural miticides 
can be just as effective — if not more so 
— as the hard chemical alternatives. 

However, don’t make the mistake of 

thinking these natural options are harmless 
to humans, animals, and even the bees. 
Instead, be aware there is a much narrower 
margin for error with soft chemicals than 
with the synthetic miticides for both the 
applicator and the bees. Too little too late 
and varroa are not managed. Too much or 
incorrectly applied and queen loss, brood 
loss, honey contamination, and comb 
contamination may occur. Some treatment 
options require the use of a respirator; 
most require the use of gloves and eye and 
skin protection to prevent injuries. Be sure 
to read and follow package directions at 
all times to ensure the highest level of mite 
kill and safety for all concerned.

Those labeled as “hard” chemicals can 
be found under the names of fluvali-
nate (Apistan), amitraz (Apivar), and 
coumaphos (CheckMite+). The positive 
side to these synthetic treatments is the 
significantly higher margin for error 
as opposed to soft chemicals. In most 
cases, should you accidentally overapply 
just a little, there’s a good chance all will 
still be well within the hive provided it 

BY KRISTI COOK
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Name of 
Treatment

Also known as: Soft or Hard Labelled for use 
during honey flow

Temperature 
dependent

Kills mites under 
capped brood

Special notes

HopGuard hop beta acid soft Yes >50°F No Best used when 
broodless

Formic Pro formic acid soft Yes 50-84°F Yes >92F colony 
damage may occur

Mite Away Quick 
Strips (MAQS)

formic acid soft Yes 50-84°F Yes >92F colony 
damage may occur

Api Life Var thymol soft No 65-85°F No No resistance 
noted/bees may 
abscond in hot 
weather

ApiGuard thymol soft No 60-105°F No No resistance 
noted/May slow or 
stop queen laying/
may increase young 
adult and larvae 
mortality/may 
cause bearding

Oxalic Acid oxalic acid 
dihydrate

soft Depends/Check 
state regulations

Apply when bees in 
loose cluster 
35-55°F 

No Respirator must be 
worn during use/
Best used when 
broodless

Apivar amitraz hard No No No Resistance noted

CheckMite+ coumaphos hard No No No Do not use in 
queen rearing 
colonies/mite 
resistance noted

Apistan fluvalinate hard No No No Widespread 
resistance noted

1

wasn’t too much of an overdose. Yet, 
despite this potential safety net, it is 
always important to closely follow the 
label when handling these hard chemi-
cals as harm to both you and the bees is 
still quite possible with misuse.

Despite this perceived room for error, 
however, there are two significant draw-
backs to hard chemicals to consider: the 
potential for mites to develop resistance 
and the buildup of hard miticides within 
the wax/comb over time. Just as we’ve 
seen bacteria develop resistance to our 
antibiotics, varroa mites are developing 
resistance to the hard chemicals we 
use in our hives, as well, thus making 
them ineffective over time. One way 
to slow this resistance is to only apply 
according to the label and only as often 
as needed according to well conducted 
mite count tests. Another suggestion is 

to rotate treatments rather than using 
the same one year-round.

As for wax/comb miticide buildup, 
once again proper use of miticides will 
slow this unavoidable buildup, allowing 
for longer use of valuable comb before 
the combs need to be rotated out of use. 
Overuse and incorrect dosing are signif-
icant contributors to wax contamination 
while inappropriate timing is the culprit 
behind contaminated honey. All comb 
eventually becomes contaminated, but 
slowing the contamination avoids the 
potential problems that may occur and 
keeps the bees from having to build 
new comb quite as frequently.

Both soft and hard chemicals do a 
good job of dropping mite counts and 
improving the overall health of a colony 
when applied correctly. In most apiaries, 
there is a place for both types depending 

on the circumstances and the preferences 
of the beekeeper. The important thing 
to note is to make a selection, use it 
correctly, and take mite counts to ensure 
the treatments are working. 

Helpful links to further assist in selecting the appropriate miticide/s for your apiary:

Honey Bee Health Coalition: Tools for Varroa Management 
https:// honeybeehealthcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/HBHC-Guide_Varroa-Interactive-PDF.pdf  

Mann Lake: Education: Varroa Mite Treatments Chart 
https://www.mannlakeltd.com/mann-lake-blog/varroa-mite-treatments/

KRISTI COOK lives in Arkansas 
where every year brings 
something new to her family’s 
journey for a more sustainable 
lifestyle. She keeps a flock 
of laying hens, dairy goats, 
a rapidly growing apiary, 
a large garden, and more. 
When she’s not busy with the 
critters and veggies, you can 
find her sharing sustainable 
living skills through her 
workshops, articles, and blog at 
tenderheartshomestead.com.
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health and pests  

VARROA MITES (appropriate-
ly classified as Varroa destruc-
tor) are nasty little parasites 

that attach to bees’ bodies and weaken 
them by sucking out body fat. Varroa 
mites are a vector for at least five debil-
itating bee viruses.

These mites were first discovered in 
the United States in 1987 and quickly 
caused panic among both beekeep-
ers and researchers. Their fears were 
well-founded. Eradication proved 
ineffective, and the mites inexorably 
spread to almost every beehive across 
the continent. Without any innate 
resistance or tolerance, even the most 
organic-minded beekeeper turned to 
pesticides to save their hives.

Varroa mites are so prevalent that 
many beekeepers now categorize hives 
containing four types of insects: queen, 
workers, drones, and mites.

But amidst the myriad of advice, 
pesticides, invasive treatments, and 
other methods for treating varroa mites, 
a hardy group of pioneers stands out: 
Those who refuse to treat the mites at 
all.

What, Are You Nuts?
The thought of leaving varroa mites 

untreated strikes many commercial 
beekeepers as crazy. For this reason, it’s 
the non-commercial beekeepers who 
are most likely to travel this unorthodox 
path.

Consider Dave and Dezi, small-
time apiarists in Northern Idaho who 
currently have 55 hives. They’ve been 
keeping bees for 10 years and have 
learned a tremendous amount — in-
cluding questioning the practice of 
treating varroa mites. They have not 
treated for the last five years.

Dave and Dezi scientifically came to 
their decision. During their first year as 
beekeepers, they had eight hives. They 
treated four with oxalic acid, and the 
other four they left untreated. “There 
was no difference,” Dave concluded.

Oxalic acid — a natural, organic anti-
biotic compound found in many plants 
— is one of the more popular varroa 
mite treatments and is generally applied 

To Treat or Not to  
Treat Varroa Mites
That is the Question

BY PATRICE LEWIS

Beekeepers Dave and 
Dezi work with hives in 
Northern Idaho.
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as a vapor. The vapor is released into 
the hive, where it adheres to the inside 
surfaces as it cools. Mites come into 
contact with the acid, and there is 
usually a high death rate within the first 
two days.

There are many other 
management techniques 
available for varroa mites, 
including natural treatments 
such as dusting with pow-
dered sugar or essential oils, 
but nothing is guaranteed to 
work. Varroa mites are here 
to stay whether or not bee-
keepers like it — or whether 
or not hives are treated.

Dave and Dezi did not 
want to be dependent on 
oxalic acid or any other 
treatments for the survival 
of their hives. Instead, they began se-
lecting for hives that survived untreated 
and started splitting those healthy hives 
to increase the natural resistance of 
their populations.

"Survivability continued to get bet-
ter," Dave said. "At first, we had 60% 
losses, then 40%, then it dropped into 
the 20 to 30% range." In short, Dave 
and Dezi’s hives still have varroa mites, 
but not as many hives succumb to them.

To Treat or Not to Treat
Dave admits there are some repercus-

sions for beekeepers who do not treat. 
“Definitely, they’ll grow their business 
more slowly,” he says. “You have to 
build your own genetic strain of bees 
that can survive in your own climate. 
Initially, it will be a struggle.”

Dave and Dezi understand that strug-
gle. It took them several years to build 
up to a healthy 55 hives. They breed 
their own queens and control their own 
strain.

“We focus on genetics,” Dave says. 
“We look for traits that will survive 
the winter. We don’t necessarily breed 
for docile hives. We prefer cranky bees 
that will survive over docile hives that 
won’t.”

This attitude of maverick backyard 
apiaries encompasses the heart of 
what’s called “natural” beekeeping 

methods. These apiarists are more in-
terested in raising bees that can thrive, 
not bees that are artificially propped up 
with miticides or oxalic acid or other 
treatments.

As Michael Bush at Bush Farms puts 
it, “Until you quit treating, you can’t 
breed for survival against whatever 
your issues are. As long as you treat, 
you prop up weak genetics, and you 
can't tell what weaknesses they have. 
As long as you treat, you keep breeding 
weak bees and super mites. The sooner 
you stop, the sooner you start breeding 
mites adapted to their host and bees 
who can survive with them.”

Advice for Backyard Beekeepers
When asked what advice Dave 

and Dezi would give to backyard 
beekeepers, Dave had firm opinions. 
“Learn to raise bees. Don’t learn to 
harvest honey,” he emphasized. “You 
can buy honey anywhere. But for the 
first four or five years, let the bees 
keep all of the honey, especially in 
colder climates.”

Dave says the days of having just 
one or two hives are gone. “With pest 
pressure — especially varroa mites — 
one or two hives aren’t enough. I have 
yet to see a beekeeper with one or two 
hives survive. They’re buying bees year 
after year.”

Instead, he advises backyard bee-
keepers to keep between six and 10 
hives, which gives both a product and 
some wiggle room when there is a 50% 
loss. “Split and rebuild your hives,” he 

advises, then repeats: “Learn to raise 
bees, not honey.”

Speaking for cold-climate beekeep-
ers, Dave urges apiarists to run three 
deep brood chambers. “Try to get hives 

up to 100,000 bees. A queen 
that can lay 800 to 1,200 
eggs per day needs that 
deep brood, and it leaves 
them with 80 to 100 pounds 
of honey per year. It’s a 
slow, painful, and expensive 
project, but first, learn to 
raise bees. Then the honey 
will follow.”

At this stage, the de-
cision not to treat varroa 
mites is considered con-
troversial and unorthodox, 
maybe even radical. It’s 
the maverick backyard 

beekeepers who are at the forefront of 
this trend. Usually, commercial bee-
keepers can't afford to take the risk.

In this regard, perhaps it’s the back-
yard beekeepers who are the future 
of beekeeping. They’re the ones who 
may provide the means for the indus-
try to handle varroa mites without 
treatment. 

Dave and Dezi did not want to 
be dependent on treatments. In-

stead, they selected for hives that 
survived untreated and started 
splitting those healthy hives to 

increase the natural resistance of 
their populations.

PATRICE LEWIS is a wife, mother, 
homesteader, homeschooler, 
author, blogger, columnist, and 
speaker. An advocate of simple 
living and self-sufficiency, she 
has practiced and written about 
self-reliance and preparedness 
for almost 30 years. She is 
experienced in homestead animal 
husbandry and small-scale dairy 
production, food preservation and 
canning, country relocation, home-
based businesses, homeschooling, 
personal money management, 
and food self-sufficiency. 

Follow her website 
patricelewis.com/ or blog  
rural-revolution.com/.
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WE ACTUALLY HAD A SMALL HONEY HAR-
VEST our first year of beekeeping! It was also the 
year we saw firsthand what hive robbing could 

look like. After running the frames through the extractor, we 
realized there was still a bit of honey left in those cells. Be-
ing the “new-bees” we were, we didn’t want it to go to waste. 
So, we put 20 freshly extracted frames out on our front patio. 
The bees will come to take the excess and put it to good use, 
right?

Oh yeah. They came.
A short while later, my phone rang. It was my neighbor.
“Um. I think there’s a swarm of bees on your front porch.”
We had created a feeding frenzy. While this wasn't really 

a flock of robber bees, I gained a real understanding of what 
robbing might look like.

What is Hive Robbing and What Does it Look Like?
Honey bees are efficient, opportunistic collectors of 

resources. If given a choice, they'll stay close to the hive to 
forage for water, pollen, and nectar. Of course, if the resourc-
es they need aren't close by, they will fly long distances to 
get what they need — as far as five miles from home.

After that first late summer extraction, I created a large 
depot of resources within 100 feet of two honey bee hives. 
It was irresistible, and, in short order, they showed up in 
droves. There would be no stopping them until the sun went 
down — and even then, a few stragglers stuck around and 
spent the night.

Hive Robbing:  
Keeping Your Colony Safe

BY JOSH VAISMAN

This is essentially what robbing is.
When you see honey bee robbing, you’ll know. It looks 

like insanity. Bees are buzzing all around the hive, dart-
ing forward and back, desperately looking for a way in. 
The amount of bees is massive — as much or more than 
mid-summer orientation time or even a pre-swarm — and 
continues to increase. Fighting occurs at the entrance as the 
guard bees of the robbed hive try their best to defend the 
colony. It’s a mess.

Why Does Hive Robbing Occur?
For robbing to occur, there has to be something to rob. 

While that sounds simple (and obvious!), digging into the 
details of the food availability is important. 

In my backyard are two hives of varying size, both with 
substantial stores of honey. At another apiary is the same 
situation. Both have plenty of food available inside, yet no 
robbing occurs.

Now, let’s imagine one of my colonies begins to strug-
gle. Perhaps the queen dies unexpectedly, or varroa mites 
overcome them. As their population decreases, foragers from 
other colonies begin to test the limits — "Can I get inside this 
hive?" Eventually, the ability of the weak hive to defend itself 
is overcome by the persistence and sheer numbers of the 
interested foragers. Honey bee robbing begins.

When Does Hive Robbing Occur?
In truth, robbing can (and will) occur at any time during 

the active bee season. As I mentioned, bees are opportunistic, 
and if they have the chance to grab a large, easily accessi-
ble bounty of honey from another hive, they will do it in a 
heartbeat.

In early spring, our bees are coming out of winter, and 
populations are growing. That's more mouths to feed on the 
dwindling stores they carried through the winter. With the 
natural sources of food just beginning to kick off, the forag-
ers might be desperate. 

Often added to this is the beekeeper.

Hive robbing is an almost  
desperate commitment, en 

masse, to maximize a resource. 
Only, in robbing, that resource 

belongs to another colony.  
Bees from one or more colonies 

enter the hive of and steal  
from another colony.
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Maybe one of your colonies came through winter a bit on 
the weak side. Maybe they ate their way through house and 
home. You decide to feed them sugar syrup to give them a 
boost — a necessary act of husbandry.

If they are weak and that sugar syrup is easily accessible to 
“outsiders,” robbing can occur. 

In the late summer, the population of bees is still quite 
large (though starting to shrink), and, at least where I live, 
available flowers are beginning to dwindle. This is, again, a 
recipe for desperate foragers who will quickly take advantage 
of "easy" access to food.

Does Hive Robbing Harm the Hive?
Robbing absolutely harms the colony. A colony is being 

robbed because it has been overwhelmed. Eventually, other 
colonies will take all their food stores. Worse, the offending 
thieves may end up killing the robbed-out colony.

How to Prevent Hive Robbing
The good news is, there’s a lot you can do to prevent rob-

bing! Here are few things to consider:

KEEP STRONG COLONIES: The greatest deterrent to rob-
bing is a strong colony. A large, healthy colony of bees will 
easily fend off any thievery — not just from other bees, but 
from wasps, moths, even mice! Maintaining quality beekeep-
ing practices will go far in cultivating a colony strong enough 
to defend itself.

REDUCE ACCESS: Sometimes, you run into a situation 
where a weak colony is out of your control. Perhaps a queen 
died, and you let them naturally replace her — a break in 
the brood at a time when other local colonies are continuing 
to grow. Or, as mentioned above, a particular colony needs 
supplemental feeding of sugar syrup. In these cases, reducing 
access for robbers is critical. One simple way to do that is to 
shrink the size of the entrance. The smaller space the weak 
colony has to defend, the easier it is to defend it. Another 
method is using a robbing screen. This is a specialized en-

Robbing 
screen — 
photo provided 
by Rusty 
Burlew.

JOSH VAISMAN is an avid beekeeper and instructor in 
Northern Colorado. An active member of the Northern 
Colorado Beekeepers Association, Josh has been 
involved in the education of new beekeepers on behalf 
of the association and privately. Like most people 
who study apiculture, Josh started into beekeeping 
as a hobby, and offers valuable experience to those 
wanting to start beekeeping about the learning 
curve involved, what to do, and what not to do when 
getting started. When not tending to his hives, Josh 
is a Positive Change Ninja with Flourish Veterinary 
Consulting, a company he co-founded to apply the 
science of well-being to the veterinary workplace. He 
lives in Firestone, Colorado with his wife, Greta.

In Colorado, robbing tends 
to happen most frequently in 
early spring and late summer.

trance reducer that makes entrance into the hive, for bees not 
from that hive, quite challenging. 

FEED INTELLIGENTLY: Have a weak colony you need to 
feed? By all means, do it! But do it smartly. If you're using 
an in-hive feeder, make sure the ONLY access is from inside. 
For example, make sure the box around your hive-top feeder 
doesn't have holes or gaps that allow uninvited visitors from 
outside. If you're using a Boardman feeder at your entrance, 
make sure it is fully inside the hive, doesn't leak, and perhaps 
consider reducing the entrance size beside it. Lastly, do not 
use any feeding equipment that leaks. A leak, anywhere, is an 
open invitation to hungry bugs and critters. 

 
Can Robbing Be Stopped Once It Starts?

Possibly. As calmly as you can, light up your smoker and 
don your protective gear. Use the smoker to get to the hive 
and significantly reduce — or close up entirely — the main 
entrance. Find any other possible entrances and close them 
up. You could even cover the hive in a lightly dampened bed 
sheet. Leave things like that for at least the rest of that day. 
Tomorrow, your primary goal should be to find out what this 
colony needs to get strong enough to defend itself.

We left those frames on our front patio until after dark, all the 
while watching through our front window and listening to the loud 
buzzing. I'd never seen so many bees and wasps so actively buzz-
ing about in such a small space! After sunset, when it was dark 
and cool, I went outside and collected the frames, gently shaking 
off the bees who stuck around for the after-party. I cleaned the 
patio of all the battleground's remnants. Dead bees and wasps, bits 
of wax, honey on the concrete, and all the hive equipment.

It was a good day or two before the foragers stopped look-
ing for their free lunch up there.

I’m just grateful UPS wasn’t scheduled to deliver that day! 
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WHEN I PARTICIPATED IN THE NORTHERN 
COLORADO BEEKEEPERS ASSOCIATION 
beginning beekeeping class, I was exposed to 

more than 15 hours of education. Needless to say, much of it 
was new to my brain and I felt regularly surprised (in a good 
way!) by what I learned. Thinking back, though, I chuckle to 
myself by some of the things that caught me off guard.

During the section titled, “A Year in the Bee Yard,” the 
instructor began talking about feeding honey bees. “Feeding 

WHY I Feed My Bees

Let’s quickly review what resources bees consume to 
survive and thrive. When people think of honey bees they 
tend to first think of honey. Bees actually make honey. Honey 
begins its life as liquid flower nectar.

Bees collect this nectar and bring it back to the hive in a 
special storage organ in their body. During travel, it mixes 
with natural enzymes the bee produces. In the hive, it is 

How to Feed  
Honey Bees During 
a Nectar Dearth

bees?” I recall being genuinely puzzled. I suppose I thought a 
wild creature whose survival depended on creating and stor-
ing an actual food product would be well-equipped to feed 
themselves. The truth is, they are. However, sometimes even 
the honey bee’s incredible talents are stretched too far when 
resources just aren’t available.

In this article, I’ll share with you my thoughts on why I 
feed my bees, how to feed honey bees, and when.

stored in wax cells and dehydrated until it gets to about 18 
percent water content. At this point, it’s delicious honey!

Nectar and honey are the carbohydrate sources bees need 
to produce energy for life and work. They store honey to eat 
during a nectar dearth in the environment.

Bees also collect plant pollen as their source of protein, 
primarily for raising their brood. Lastly, honey bees consume 

BY JOSH VAISMAN
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water just like you and I!
At its most basic level, the “why” behind my decision to 

feed my bees is simple — if they lack a critical food resource 
such as honey or pollen, I feed them.

WHEN I Feed My Bees

There are generally two times I feed my bees: fall and 
spring.

FALL
My bees live with me in beautiful Colorado. The first 

natural sources of nectar appear around February or March 
every year as early spring trees begin to bloom and dandeli-
ons appear. As spring picks up steam, more and more flowers 
appear and the bees forage more and more. By June we are 
typically in a full-fledged nectar smorgasbord for my bees. 
However, Colorado is known as a winter wonderland for a 
reason and by October, sources of nectar for my bees are few 
and far between.

To survive a Colorado winter, I feel my bees need a hive 
that weighs at least 100 pounds. Often honey bee colonies 
don’t succumb to the cold of winter; they perish due to star-
vation.

Most of the weight is in honey stored away in the hive. It’s 
that honey that allows them to survive the months without 
natural nectar.

After I pull my honey supers in late August, I focus on two 
things; making sure my bees have as few mites as possible, 
and watching the weight of their hive. If they aren’t heavy 
enough for me by the end of September, I start offering them 
supplemental food to up their stores. More on that later.

SPRING
As the days grow longer and warmer and the trees begin 

to bloom, the queen begins laying more and more eggs as 
the colony strives to grow. In the mind of the hive, the more 
bees they have as the nectar begins to flow, the more they can 
collect and store for the following winter.

A rapid increase in the colony population means a rapid 
increase in the number of mouths to feed. Sometimes the 
rate of colony growth outpaces the available natural resourc-
es which results in the bees consuming most or all of their 
stores. This applies both to stored honey and stored pollen as 
they raise new brood.

Beginning in February, I start tracking the weight of my 
hives again by gently lifting the back of the hive with one 
hand. By feel I can tell if the colony is getting too light on 
honey stores. If they are, and if the ambient temperatures 
allow, I once again feed them supplemental food.

I also pay close attention to a variety of factors that may 
lead to a need for supplemental pollen. For example, has 
it been a warm winter allowing them to raise more brood 
earlier than normal? How did their pollen stores look in the 
fall? Are flowers providing pollen blooming in my area? Do 

I see many bees with full pollen baskets coming in? Depend-
ing on my assessment, I may also provide my bees a syn-
thetic pollen substitute. You can add these questions to your 
spring beehive inspection checklist.

You’ll also need to feed bees when they are installed in a 
new apiary hive. Honey bees produce wax with specialized 
glands on their abdomen. It is these tiny sheets of wax that 
are used to build the comb their hive is built out of. Bees-
wax is a very expensive commodity. That is, bees need a lot 
of carbohydrates to produce wax. On average, for every 10 
pounds of honey a colony produces, they are only able to 
produce one pound of beeswax. In a new hive, on new equip-
ment, bees have to build a lot of wax comb. As long as they 
are building comb, you should be supplementing them with 
carbohydrate-laden sugar water. The general rule of thumb 
I go by for feeding new bees is this: My new colonies get 
supplemental sugar water until they have built comb in both 
deep brood boxes.

HOW I Feed My Bees

Sugar Water
When my honey bees need a boost in their honey stores, I 

provide it by way of a heavy dose of sugar water. My go to 
is 1 part sugar to 1 part water by volume with a little bit of 
Honey B Healthy or any other feeding stimulant such as Pro 
Health. I’ll feed this mixture in fall or spring.

I typically buy a one-gallon jug of drinking water, which 
I empty (usually into my belly). I then fill it about half way 
with granulated white sugar (do not use any other type of 
sugar!) and then top it off with hot water from the tap. I have 
found the hot water from my sink is plenty hot enough to mix 
and dissolve the sugar. To this mixture, I add about a tea-
spoon of Honey B Healthy.

This mixture is placed in a hive-top feeder. I like this style 
feeder as I can refill it easily without actually opening the 
hive. There are several other feeder types and most work 
quite well.

As long as the daytime temperatures are above freezing, I’ll 
continue feeding as long as the bees will take the food and 
until I feel the hive is heavy enough.

Fondant
I have never used fondant for bees but some beekeepers 

have success with it. Fondant is essentially sugar candy 
placed inside the hive over winter. As the bees cluster, they 
create warmth and condensation which slowly softens the 
fondant allowing them a readily accessible supplemental 
source of carbohydrates.

Pollen Substitute
In the situations I mentioned above, when I feel my bees 

need a boost of protein, I’ll offer them a pollen substitute. 
Please note, these are not actual pollen patties (though some 
do have a small amount of real pollen in them) so the bees 
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do not always use them. Having said that, most are of good 
quality and can really boost a colony when used at the right 
time.

When I feed a pollen patty, I typically place it on the top 
bars of the top box in my Langstroth beehive. This leaves the 

Josh Vaisman replies: 

Thanks for the question, Rebecca! I think you're ask-
ing if it's okay to put sugar water out as a food source 
for wild (or native) bees. If I understand you correctly, 
here are my thoughts on that.

In theory, yes, you can feed wild bees with sugar 
water — however, there are some considerations I think 
you should keep in mind to help you decide if that’s 
what you want to do.

(1) Wild bees are part of the local ecological system. 
When we bring a colony of honey bees into the area, 
we artificially change the bee population in that area. 
However, wild bees, as part of the natural ecological 
system, have a population controlled by natural forces. 
I bring this up because we sometimes must feed our 
honey bees because the natural food sources don't 
support them enough at that particular time. With the 
wild bees, their population ebbs and flows according 
to the natural resources. With this in mind, I typically 
consider providing natural food sources (e.g., planting 
pollinator-friendly plants) the best way to support the 

patty between the top box and the inner cover.
I quickly learned feeding my honey bees isn’t such an odd 

thing after all. In fact, it can be the thing that keeps them 
alive through a tough winter or an odd spring. 

Should I Feed Native Bees?

Rebecca Davis asks: 
Do you know if the sugar water will work for wild bees as 

well? I haven’t undertaken starting my own hive, but I 
usually have quite a few bees that visit my raspberries all 

summer long.

native bee population … and our honey bees in the 
long run!

(2) Sugar water, in my opinion, should be viewed 
as an "emergency" source of food for our bees. That is 
the last resort when natural resources aren't available 
or aren't sufficient. The reason being, natural sources 
(e.g., flower nectar) have beneficial nutrients sugar 
water lacks. For the health of all bees, wild or other-
wise, natural sources of nectar are much healthier. That 
said, bees are opportunistic. They go for whatever is 
most efficient. Providing an open supply of sugar water 
could, in theory, attract bees away from the naturally 
occurring nectar sources.

(3) Finally, sugar water will not selectively attract 
bees. It will attract all sorts of opportunistic insects, 
including wasps … sometimes in vast numbers.

So, in the end, yes, you can open-feed wild bees with 
sugar water. I'm sure they would be grateful for it! That 
said, I'd keep the above three points in mind to help 
you decide if that is the direction you'd like to go.

I hope this helps! 
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THE PRACTICE OF BLEACHING BEESWAX has 
been around for thousands of years. And while mod-
ern science has developed various chemical processes 

to lighten beeswax, most of these methods are beyond the 
ability of most beekeepers. On the other hand, solar bleach-
ing has been around for thousands of years and is still the 
most common and safest method of bleaching wax with a 
negligible learning curve, promising a lighter wax on your 
first attempt with just a few steps to keep in mind.

On my first attempt at bleaching beeswax, I discovered a 
thing or two to help with the process, but overall, I realized 
just how simple this process really is.

+ First, the lightest end product comes from the wax cap-
pings removed during the extraction process, with the final 
product very closely resembling the whiteness of virgin wax.

+ The second-best end product came from the entire frame 
of this year's beeswax found in the honey supers where bees 
had never raised brood. As the wax darkened through various 
seasons of honey collection and/or brood rearing, the bleach-
ing process became less satisfactory when compared to first 
season honey super beeswax. However, in all but the most 

severely darkened wax, all waxes experienced bleaching 
when appropriately prepared. 

Regardless of the specific wax used, the best results are 
achieved only when the wax is cleaned and filtered properly. 
Any residual slum gum or other contaminants remaining in 
the wax will prevent the wax from reaching its lightest possi-
ble color. For this reason, it's advisable to learn how to filter 
your wax properly and to do so as many times as needed to 
produce the highest quality of bleached beeswax possible, 
especially in product intended for sale. 

Small Batch of Beeswax, Solar Bleached
Once the wax is filtered, cut it into chunks or grate into 

flakes. Chunks of beeswax bleach quite well, provided the 
sun's rays are at their strongest, and there's enough time to 
allow for a longer bleaching process. The disadvantage to 
chunks of any size is the inability of the sun to penetrate 
deeply into the wax. Depending on how thick and dark the 
chunks are, the inside may have experienced little to no 
bleaching. If this happens, you can either melt the chunks 
down to distribute the bleached portions evenly amongst 
the darker wax to produce a lighter, creamy color, or cut the 

The Safest Method for 
Lighter Wax

Solar Bleaching Beeswax

BY KRISTI COOK

Sun-bleached beeswax 
beside wax recently 
taken from a hive.
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chunks down further to expose more surface area to the sun 
for the next few days for a second round of bleaching. Repeat 
this process until the wax has achieved the desired effect or it 
no longer shows improvement. 

On the other hand, if you'd like a speedy process or don't 
have a lot of strong sunlight, grate the filtered beeswax into 
little pieces. This produced the whitest wax when I used cap-
pings and is my preferred method for bleaching my beeswax. 
I have also found that even the autumn sunlight in my area 
is strong enough to thoroughly bleach the wax provided it is 
finely grated, so don't be discouraged if you don't have what 
you think of as strong sunlight. Give it a try anyway, and take 
notes about what works and what doesn't in your area.  

The setup for solar bleaching is as simple or as complex 
as you'd like to make it. I've used an old cookie sheet, an un-
capping tank, a hive body lid, and my solar wax melter with 
the lid left open as various containers for the wax. All work 
quite well and produce bleached wax within a week or two 
as late as October. However, my favorite for small batches is 
the cookie sheet lined with aluminum foil. The wax on the 
foil bleaches within a matter of days, making the process 
extremely fast. For larger batches, a larger container such as 
the uncapping tank or the solar wax melter (with the lid left 
open to prevent melting) or a plastic tote, all lined in alumi-
num foil, will hold several pounds of wax. This shortens the 
overall process if a lot of wax needs to bleached. 

One note to remember when setting up your system is the 
low melting point of beeswax at 143-147 degrees F. The key 
here is to bleach the wax, not to melt it. During the heat of 
summer, the heat provides some shade in the form of netting 
or a light, airy cloth laid upon the wax. Also, don't forget 
the wax sitting outside when a rainstorm comes. If it's heavy 
rain, wax may float out of the container, resulting in lost wax. 
(Don't ask me how I know this — twice.)  

After the bleaching process has ended, store your wax until 
ready to use. Depending on how you plan to use your bees-
wax, you may find you need to alter your storage plan. For 
instance, if you intend to use your bleached beeswax in cos-
metics that require small amounts of wax, storing the wax in 
flakes will make melting the wax down much simpler. How-
ever, if you plan to make candles or sell blocks of bleached 
beeswax, chunks and blocks may better suit the situation.  

When storing beeswax, whether bleached or not, be aware 
that beeswax does "bloom," meaning a frosty white look may 
appear to the outside of the bars or end products. This is a 
harmless collection of oils that migrates to the surface and ap-
pears to dust the outside. This bloom may take months or even 
a year or longer to appear, but the product is left entirely unaf-
fected by the bloom. To remove, rub the wax with a soft cloth 
or gently apply light heat to the wax. Once removed, the bloom 
will often take several months to a year or longer to return. 

Discovering how to bleach beeswax opens up new avenues 
for using your beeswax. Now, you can make beeswax can-
dles in both the traditional yellow hue and white or cream. 
Beeswax-based creams, soaps, and other cosmetics may be 
colored with lighter pigments more readily. And as an added 

bonus, if selling beeswax, you can now offer various price 
points with bleached wax demanding higher prices than tradi-
tionally colored wax.  

As with all things honey bee-related, learning to bleach 
your own beeswax is both a fun skill and a skill worth having 
as you grow with your bees. 

Chunks of beeswax bleach quite well but you may need to cut them 
into smaller pieces to fully bleach the inside.

A “bloom” may make beeswax appear lighter, but this is only a layer of 
oils that migrate to the surface.

Many different containers will work, but they need to be made of alumi-
num foil or lined with it.
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What do you need on hand for a honey extraction?

EQUIPMENT CHECKLIST

q Gloves

q Veil

q Hive tool

q Bee brush

q Escape board 

q Capping scratcher

q Uncapping tank

q Compact extractor

q Finely woven strainer for a five-gallon bucket

q Bottling bucket

q Jars — of your preferred size

honey and beeswax  

EQUIPMENT CHECKLIST FOR EXTRACTIONS BACKYARD BEEKEEPING
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Step 1: Pull the Supers

Gently remove bees with a bee brush, bee blower, 
or escape board. To use an escape board, place 
the board between the hive body and supers 
during daytime hours. Wait overnight. Since the es-
cape board acts as a one-way valve, the bees will 
not be able to return to the supers. The next day, 
pull the supers and the escape board. 

Step 2: Extract the Honey

Gently but swiftly and evenly uncap the wax, then 
use your capping scratcher to uncap remaining 
cells on both sides of the frame. Place the un-
capped frame in the extractor. Spin the frames. 
Once all honey has been released, turn the frames 
over and spin again. 

Step 3: Bottle the Honey

Fit the strainer in the bottling bucket then open 
your extractor valve. Be careful not to let the strain-
er get too full. Once all honey is strained, place the 
bottling bucket on a table and fill the sanitized jars.

Step 4: Cleanup and Storage

To clean your frames, you can put them away from 
your apiary — further is better — or you can put the 
wet supers on a strong hive. After adding them, 
close up the hive as normal and allow the bees 
to clean the frames inside and not cause a rucus. 
Store honey at room temperature, out of direct 
sunlight.

Bottling Bucket
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HERBES DE PROVENCE HONEY RECIPE
 BY RITA HEIKENFELD

Expensive to buy and sometimes hard to find, you can make your own Herbes de Provence recipe blend.  
It’s basically a blend of dried herbs that thrive in the sunny Mediterranean climate of Provence in the 
South of France. All of the herbs in the blend are easy to grow, and are available at your neighborhood 
grocery store, except perhaps the lavender. 

BACKYARD BEEKEEPING
backyardbeekeeping.iamcountryside.com

Lavender  
(Lavandula augustifolia)
The sweet, intoxicating flavor of 
lavender is essential and it allevi-
ates anxiety.
Thyme (Thymus vulgaris)
Like a medicine chest in a plant, 
the thyme plant has a peppery 
flavor. It relieves congestion.
Oregano (Origanum vulgare) and 
Marjoram (Origanum majorana)
Culinary cousins, oregano has a 
distinctive spicy, somewhat sweet 
taste and is stronger in flavor than 
marjoram. Marjoram has a grassy, 
sort of lemony taste. Both herbs 
are good for joints.

Rosemary (Rosemarinus officinalis)
You’ll recognize the strong pine-
like fragrance and flavor of the 
rosemary plant. Rosemary is good 
for your memory.
Savory (Satureja hortensis)
Like thyme, savory has a peppery 
flavor and is a great digestive herb.
Fennel (Foeniculum vulgare)
Licorice-like in flavor, fennel eases 
a jittery tummy.
Bay (Laurus nobilis)
Tear a fresh bay leaf in two and 
you’ll be surprised — a little sweet 
and yet complex. Bay helps control 
blood sugar.

INGREDIENTS: 
4 tablespoons dried thyme leaves
2 tablespoons dried marjoram or 
    1 tablespoon oregano
1 tablespoon dried rosemary, minced
1 tablespoon dried savory leaves
1 tablespoon dried lavender flowers
1 teaspoon fennel seeds
1 dried bay leaf, crumbled

DIRECTIONS: Stir together and 
store in airtight container in dry place 
away from heat and light.

HERBES DE PROVENCE RECIPE

The herbs, as they infuse the honey, lend a haunting 
fragrance and delicate flavor. I love this on scones, 
biscuits, and stirred into yogurt. 

1 cup honey, preferably organic and raw
1 tablespoon dried Herbes de Provence recipe

Place honey and herbs in a double boiler. Keep the 
water at a simmer, not a hard boil. Stir occasionally, 
letting the herbs infuse for 30 minutes. Strain in  
very fine strainer. Cool and place in glass jar.  
Store in pantry for up to a year.

HERBES DE PROVENCE HONEY RECIPE
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BY ANGI SCHNEIDER

Setting Honey Prices, Labeling, and Marketing  
Homestead Honey

What You Need to Know About  
Honey Labels, Laws, and More

WHEN WE FIRST START-
ED KEEPING BEES, 
many friends and family 

wanted to buy honey from us. In 
the beginning, we didn’t have any 
extra, but after a while, we had 
more than our family could use 
and we decided to sell some. But 
we needed to make sure we were 
selling the honey legally and had a 
competitive honey price.

The first thing we talked about was 
if we really wanted to be in the honey 
business. The Internal Revenue 
Service has very specific guidelines 
about what constitutes a business 
and what is just a hobby. However, a 
hobby that earns income still has to 
report the income, just like a business.

We decided that we’re not inter-
ested in becoming a large honey 
business; we just want to keep some 
hives and sell our excess to friends, 

neighbors, and co-workers. In most 
states, this is called small-scale bee-
keeping and has fewer regulations 
than commercial beekeeping. But 
there are still some regulations.

Each state has its own definition 
of what makes a small-scale honey 
business. You can find out your 
state’s regulations by contacting 
your state health department or 
your county extension agent. In 
Texas, a small-scale beekeeper is 
one that produces less than 2500 
pounds of honey, sells directly to 
the consumer, does not sell whole-
sale or online, and the honey is 
from hives the beekeeper owns and 
manages.

Honey Labels
Because honey is a food, it must be 

labeled correctly. The FDA requires 
these four things on a honey label:

3 First, the label must have the 
word “honey” on it, you can use 
“pure honey” or “raw honey.” If 
the bees are foraging, you can put 
“wildflower honey” on the label. If 
the bees are pollinating a crop, you 
can put that crop name on it, such 
as “clover honey” or “peach honey.”

3 If you add anything to the honey, 
corn syrup for instance, then you 
have to label the honey as “honey 
product,” “honey food,” or “honey 
flavored syrup” but not just “honey.”

3 The weight of the honey must be 
on the lower third of the label and 
in both ounces and grams.

3 Your name, address, email, and 
phone number should also be on the 
label. This helps customers contact 
you when they need more honey.

In addition to these four things, a 
small-scale beekeeper will need to 
disclose that the honey was pack-
aged in a facility that isn’t inspected 
according to state guidelines.

Although it’s not required, most 
beekeepers will add a label stating 
that honey should not be given to 
children under 12 months of age. 
It’s a prudent thing to add.

If you are going to sell honey online 
or wholesale, you need to register 
with your state health department, 
your local health department, and 
the FDA as a food facility. If you want 
to talk to someone face-to-face and 
have them help you navigate these 
government agencies, it’s a good idea 
to make an appointment with your 
local county extension agent.

honey and beeswax  
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Harvesting Honey
In order to sell honey, it must be 

harvested first. Honey can be sold 
as “comb” honey which is honey-
comb that’s cut into chunks and still 
has the honey in the comb instead 
of being extracted. If you don’t have 
an extractor, or if you have top bar 
beehives, this is a good option.

Another option is to build a DIY 
honey extractor to extract the honey 
so you can jar it. You can still put a 
bit of honeycomb in the jar for dec-
oration or to help differentiate your 
honey from other honey.

After extracting the honey, you’ll 
have beeswax that will need to 
be processed. Filtering beeswax 
doesn’t have to happen right away, 
but don’t neglect it as it can be an-
other source of income.

Even if your state doesn’t require 
you to process your honey in an in-
spected, dedicated area, you should 
follow good health practices while 
processing the honey. Keep the 
area clean, wash your hands before 
handling the honeycomb, wash 
the extractor and jars in hot water 
and let them completely dry before 
using them.

Honey Prices
Setting honey prices is one of the 

hardest parts of having a home-
stead business. You want to charge 
enough that you can recoup some of 
your time and financial investment 
but not so much that no one will 
buy your product.

This is where a little market 
research will come in handy. Go to 
local festivals and farmer’s markets 
and see the honey prices of other 
beekeepers. There might be a fairly 
large range of honey prices but it 
will give you a good starting point.

Price is about quality, quantity, 
and perceived value. If you’re using 
organic practices in your apiary and 
not heating the honey to help it fil-
ter faster, you can price your honey 
on the high end of the range. Using 
organic practices and not heating 
the honey makes your honey higher 
quality than honey that has been 

heated and treated with chemicals.
If there are many beekeepers 

selling honey in your area or if it’s 
just been a really good year for the 
bees, the surplus will mean lower 
honey prices. If your area doesn’t 
have many beekeepers or you’re 
experiencing a drought, prices will 
probably be a bit higher.

Perceived value is a real thing, 
but it’s hard to define. It’s basically 
the value of a product in the mind 
of the consumer. Some of this is 
based on what the consumer values 
and some is based on the product’s 
presentation. For instance, if the 
consumer believes that plastic is 
harmful to the environment, he’ll 
be willing to pay more for honey in 
glass bottles. For this consumer, the 
perceived value of honey in a glass 
container is higher than the per-
ceived value of honey in plastic — 
even if it’s the exact same honey.

Honey Marketing
The best way to market your 

homestead products is to be excited 
about them. We’ve found that when 
people find out that we keep bees, 
they are full of questions such as, 
“Is honey vegan?” or “What can 
I do to help bees?” When we take 
time to answer their questions they 
walk away with a positive opinion 
of us and our bees. This adds to the 
perceived value of our honey.

Once you’re ready to expand 
beyond friends and family, farmers 
markets and festivals are good ven-
ues. Many towns in our area have 
something called “market days,” 
which are a cross between a craft 
fair, a junker’s market, and a farm-

ers market. These are fun because 
they have a diverse customer base.

Whenever you’re selling at one of 
these fairs or markets, you want to 
be sure your booth is nice looking 
and that it looks full. If you don’t 
have enough honey to make your 
booth look interesting, you could 
consider selling eggs or other home-
stead products in your booth.

You also want to be sure that you 
can conduct business. This means you 
need change for cash customers, a 
way for people to pay with a debit or 
credit card, business cards, pens and 
paper, receipt book, and shopping 
bags. It’s also good to have a sign-up 
list where potential customers can sign 
up to receive emails from you.

Every market has its own set of 
rules. If you want to be allowed to 
have a booth in the future, you need 
to be sure that you’re following all 
the rules.

Selling honey and beeswax prod-
ucts is a great way to supplement 
your income by doing what you 
love. It can also be a step toward a 
full-time homestead income. The 
important things to remember are 
that you need to be sure you’re 
selling legally, setting a good honey 
price, and giving customers the 
service and value they expect. 

ANGI SCHNEIDER lives with her 
family along the Texas Gulf Coast 
on 1.5 acres where they keep 
chickens and bees along with 
gardens and an orchard. Angi 
shares her simple living journey at:

schneiderpeeps.com
facebook.com/schneiderpeeps
instagram.com/schneiderpeeps

Comb honey, photo courtesy of Smiley Honey of Wewahitchka, Florida.
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hive minds

HIGH OVER THE STREETS OF NEW YORK, a specialized in-
dustry is busy building huge corporate structures with millions of 
employees. These employees are some of the most active commut-

ers in the city. They work long hours and travel far distances. Their loyalty 
to their boss is without question. And most New Yorkers don’t even know 
they’re there.

Meet the honey bees in the sky.
While most people think of bee hives as solidly grounded in suburban 

backyards or rural orchards, a quietly successful subcategory of beekeep-
ers makes use of underutilized landscapes in the busiest urban areas in the 
world: rooftops.

Andrew Coté of Andrew’s Honey (andrewshoney.com) is one such bee-
keeper. His family has been keeping bees for over 130 years, and currently, 
three generations maintain hives in Connecticut and New York State. His most 

Rooftop Beekeeping: 
Honey Bees in the Sky
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unusual apiaries are the rooftop hives in all 
five boroughs of New York City, including 
landmark buildings in Manhattan, the 
grounds of the United Nations Headquar-
ters, the Queens County Farm Museum, 
the Waldorf-Astoria, and the Museum of 
Modern Art. It’s a good bet no one notices 
all of the airborne commuter traffic in and 
out of these locations.

Coté is a pioneer in urban beekeeping. 
He should be; he’s been keeping rooftop 
bees for 15 years. For city settings, he 
prefers Italian honey bees. Currently, he 
keeps 104 hives in New York City, 75 of 
which are on rooftops. They are in ceme-
teries, on hotels, churches, restaurants, 
schools, parks, balconies, and elsewhere. 
Since bees can travel several miles to 
collect nectar and pollen, they do not 
necessarily need flowers close by. Most 
urban areas have plenty of flowering 
plants in the vicinity.

What made Coté choose rooftops as a 
venue for his hives? He gives many rea-
sons. “There aren’t a lot of other options in 
Manhattan,” he explains. “Rooftop space 
is underutilized. There isn’t public access 
to the rooftops, so there’s less chance for 
stealing. And the view is pretty nice.”

Unless the building is exceptionally 
tall or in a particularly windy spot, 
rooftop hives are just as successful as 
their suburban counterparts. There are 
a surprising number of flower sources 
in urban areas, and bees will seek them 
out with unerring accuracy. Coté points 
out the greater variety of flora in urban 

areas due to planning and planting 
non-indigenous budding bushes and 
trees. “The honey is a unique time cap-
sule of the time and place,” he says.

Urban beekeeping of this caliber 
requires a diplomatic touch, especially for 
those living or working in the buildings. 
Unfortunately, most people only associate 
bees with stings. City beekeepers need to 
make sure their bees don’t become a nui-
sance to the neighbors — or even appear 
to be a nuisance. “The biggest concern by 
people is getting stung,” Coté confirms. 
“But it’s only been an issue inasmuch 
as an unfounded fear.” (A jar or two of 
honey often sweetens the deal.)

Coté’s services include more than just 
honey production. He does consulting, 
swarm removal, bee wrangling (for 
television and film production), and urban 
honey tours. He is also the author of the 
lively and amusing book Honey and Ven-
om: Confessions of an Urban Beekeeper.

In such an urban setting — particularly 
when dealing with the public or the media 
— Coté is bound to have some interesting 
experiences with his business. "One day, 
a reporter wanted to do an on-camera 
visit to a rooftop apiary,” he relates. “The 
building owner has a restaurant and want-
ed it to be included in the broadcast.”

Such media requests are nothing un-
usual, but unfortunately, this particular 
situation was shaping up to be a perfect 
storm of trouble. “The reporter didn’t 
want to wear a veil because she wanted 
her face to read on camera,” said Coté. 
“She also had ignored the advice not to 
wear perfume. She refused to tie back 
her long hair as per my instructions. It 
was also going to rain later that day. I 
suggested we reschedule because she 
could get stung, but she insisted she 
would not. Her producers agreed.” 

As every beekeeper knows, environ-
mental conditions greatly influence bees’ 
defensive behavior, including every-

thing from personal scents to inclement 
weather. (As one beekeeper put it, rainy 
or thundery conditions leave too many 
irritable bees in the hive with nothing to 
do except take out their frustrations on 
whoever is disturbing them.)

Against Coté’s better judgment, the 
filming went forward. “I used smoke, 
opened the hive, and within a few 
seconds, the angry bees darted out,” he 
remembers. “At least one curious bee 
became entangled in the reporter’s hair. 
She freaked out and ran away from the 
beehive, forgetting that she was on a 
roof four stories up with no parapet.”

Fortunately, Coté anticipated her 
behavior. “She nearly ran right off the 
edge, except I had a grip on her arm. She 
nearly died right there in the shadow of 
the Brooklyn Bridge. I led her away from 
the bees. She was able to regain her com-
posure, and they just filmed me working 
the beehives while she stood 30 feet away 
and spoke to the camera, a safe distance 
from the hives and the edge.”

For novice beekeepers wanting to try 
rooftop hives, Coté offers some sage 
advice. “Make sure to get written per-
mission from the building owner before 
placing a beehive,” he emphasizes. 
“Make sure that’s written permission, 
or else you might find yourself having 
to abruptly remove a box with 50,000 
flying, venomous, stinging creatures.  
That is no walk in the park, particularly 
in older buildings without elevators.”

Rooftop beekeeping can only be 
done in accordance with local ordinanc-
es. Not every city permits bees, and 
violators can be fined. Every beekeeper 
should know the law before attempting 
to set up urban hives.

But Coté’s success in raising an 
agricultural product in one of the most 
densely populated cities on the planet 
underscores the adaptability of these 
remarkable insects. 

For city settings, Andrew Coté prefers Italian 
honey bees. Currently, he keeps 104 hives in 
New York City, 75 of which are on rooftops. 
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beekeeping calendar

August
GUIDE TO BEEKEEPING IN THE NORTHERN HEMISPHERE.

calendar

What Are the Bees Up to?
Swarming becomes rare but still possible. As the weath-
er stays hot, bearding and fanning outside the door is 
normal. Hot weather can make bees more aggressive, 
so do hive checks during cooler times of day. Colony is 
at peak honey production. Queens begin laying eggs 
for winter bees. Proper ventilation ensures honey can 
be capped in time for extraction.

The Flowers and The Trees...
Nectar and pollen become shorter in supply. Late-sum-
mer and autumn flowers include sunflowers, goldenrod, 
alfalfa, and squash in vegetable gardens. 

Food for Thought: Some beekeepers prefer to pull 
supers before the goldenrod bloom. Goldenrod is ben-
eficial to bees but produces a bitter-smelling honey that 
humans tend to dislike.

How’s the Weather out There?
Hurricane season is in full swing along the Atlantic 
coast, and wildfires become more prevalent in the 
Mountain and Pacific time zones. Do you have defensi-
ble space around your hives?

Hot weather means bees still need constant fresh water 
and ventilation. 

q Move excess honey from hive body to supers, to 
allow more room for winter bee brood.

q Monitor supers. Remove and replace a few 
frames if production is heavy.

q Extract honey supers promptly to avoid wax moth 
and hive beetle larvae.

q Ensure you have sanitized extraction and honey 
storage supplies on hand and your extraction space 
is clean.

q Add extracted supers (AKA “wet” supers) back on the 
strongest hives for cleanup. Remove after a few days. 

q Remove queen excluders between supers and 
hive bodies.

BEEKEEPING CHECKLIST

q Perform a hive health check, monitoring for 
queen health and checking for mites and disease.

q Monitor brood patterns.

q Keep feeding pollen/bee bread if necessary.

q Test and treat for varroa mites, so you can con-
tinue to grow winter bees before the cold season 
curtails brood rearing.

q Always keep clean water available. Consider 
filling a feeder jar (aka Boardman feeder) with water.

q Modify entrances to avoid robbing. To main-
tain ventilation, use a robbing screen. Plug upper 
entrances.

Date to Remember
~ August 21st: National Honey Bee Day (U.S.)

.

BY MARISSA AMES
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September
What Are the Bees Up to?
Robbing becomes more of a threat as nectar is less 
available; watch for fighting at hive entrances. Comb 
production slows. Queen’s egg laying slows, with con-
siderably less drone brood.

The Flowers and The Trees...
Blossoms decline drastically, which may prompt bees 
to seek food in compost or chicken feed.  

Flowers this month may include saffron and autumn 
crocus, buckwheat, thistles, and knapweed.

How’s the Weather out There?
As that first frost rolls in, consider how you will winterize 
your hives. Don’t forget to leave water out, whether the 
day is hot or cool.

Dates to Remember
~ September is National Preparedness Month! Did you now  
archaeologists found unspoiled honey stored in Egyptian tombs?
~ September 22nd: Autumnal Equinox

.

q Weigh hives. A full-sized hive should have 70-90 
lbs of honey for winter.

q Remove supers that are light with honey.

q Start feeding if hive bodies are light. Increase 
sugar concentration to 2:1.

q Withhold pollen supplements as to avoid stimulat-
ing too much brood rearing. 

q Combine healthy colonies that are not queen-right.

BEEKEEPING CHECKLIST

q Consider culling weak, diseased colonies to save 
resources.

q Test again for varroa to be sure your treatments 
worked.

q Update bee journals for a hive health reference if 
colonies don’t survive the winter.

q Filter beeswax and use or store for soap, can-
dles, and other projects.

Our treasure lies in the 
beehive of our knowledge. 
We are perpetually on the 

way thither, being by nature 
winged insects and honey 

gatherers of the mind.  
— Nietzsche
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Backyard Beekeeping Bookstore

The Beekeeper's Problem Solver

Beekeeping requires understand-
ing, commitment, and attention to 
detail. Laying the groundwork for 
a successful hive is essential, and 
demands a keen appreciation of 
critical areas like hive manage-
ment, breed choice, and health 
requirements. Bees often disguise 
problems, though, making recog-
nizing trouble in the crucial, initial 
stages that much more difficult. 
Whether you're a newcomer or 

an old hand, The Beekeeper's Problem Solver provides the infor-
mation you need to nip problems in the bud, or avoid them in 
the first place. 224 pages. $24.99

By James e. Tew

NEW!

By ViVian mineker

The Secret Life of Bees

Did you know that bees love 
to dance? Or that they have an 
amazing sense of smell to help 
them find the best flowers? In 
The Secret Life of Bees, Buzzwing 
shares with you all the details of 
her life as a bee, in and out of 
the hive, starting with the day she 
was born. With things to search 
for and find throughout, tips for 
making your own environment 
welcoming to bees, and even 

a poetry-writing exercise, The Secret Life of Bees is brimming 
with reasons to admire and respect the hardworking honeybee. 
48 pages. $19.95

NEW!

By The Xerces socieTy

100 Plants to Feed the Bees

The recommendations are simple: 
sow seeds for some plants — such 
as basil, rhododendron, and blue-
berries — and simply don't mow 
down abundant native species, 
including aster, goldenrod, and 
milkweed. 100 Plants to Feed the 
Bees will empower homeowners, 
landscapers, apartment dwellers 
— anyone with a scrap of yard 
or a window box  — to protect 
our pollinators. The Xerces Soci-
ety for Invertebrate Conservation 

offers browsable profiles of 100 common flowers, herbs, shrubs, 
and trees that attract bees, butterflies, moths, and humming-
birds. 240 pages. $16.95

Storey's Curious Compendium of 
Practical and Obscure Skills

Drawn from 35 years of pub-
lishing trusted how-to books, this 
visual volume gathers entertain-
ing and practical step-by-step 
knowledge from Storey Publish-
ing's wide-ranging library, cov-
ering topics from gardening and 
animal husbandry to wilderness 
survival skills, home repair and 
improvement, cooking, and self-
care. Whether you plan to "do 
it yourself" or just love reading 

about how things are done, this rich compendium will educate, 
fascinate, spark conversation, and inspire new hobbies and ex-
periences. 344 pages, Hardcover. $29.95

https://shop.iamcountryside.com/ 
collections/new/products/ 

the-secret-life-of-bees

https://shop.iamcountryside.com/ 
collections/beekeeping-books/ 

products/100-plants-to-feed-the-bees

https://shop.iamcountryside.com/ 
collections/new/products/ 

the-beekeepers-problem-solver

https://shop.iamcountryside.com/collec-
tions/beekeeping-books/products/ 

storeys-curious-compendium-of- 
practical-and-obscure-skills

Sign up for our FREE newsletters to stay up-to-date on our new  
books and sales: iamcountryside.com/homesteading/newsletter
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By DaViD TohT

40 Projects for Your  
Backyard Homestead

40 Projects for Building Your Back-
yard Homestead provides details on 
how to build more than 40 projects 
to enhance readers’ sustainable liv-
ing. Even if you are only moderately 
handy, you’ll discover the tools and 
techniques for building your own 
feeders, fences, and structures. In 
the process, you’ll save money and 
have the satisfaction of doing it 
yourself. 255 pages. $16.95

Visit:
shop.iamcountryside.com

for a complete list of 
books!

Storey's Guide to Keeping Honey Bees 
2nd Edition

By malcolm T. sanforD & richarD e. Bonney

This trusted handbook is a must-have for novice and seasoned beekeepers alike. Now 
totally redesigned and featuring color photos and graphics, the second edition also 
includes up-to-date information on honey bee health. The go-to reference presents com-
prehensive yet accessible information on everything from planning hives and installing 
a colony to preventing disease and managing productive hives that will bear bountiful 
honey harvests year after year. 224 pages. $24.95

Homegrown Honey Bees

By aleThea morrison

Discover the joys of harvesting 
honey from your own back-
yard. Alethea Morrison outlines 
what you'll need to know to 
make it through the first year, 
while stunning macrophotogra-
phy by Mars Vilaubi brings the 
inner workings of the hive to 
life. 160 pages. $14.95

https://shop.iamcountryside.com/ 
collections/beekeeping-books/ 

products/homegrown-honey-bees

Build Your Own Beekeeping Equipment

Save time and money by 
building your own beekeep-
ing equipment. Learn to craft 
equipment that is tailored to 
your particular climate and 
setup. Full of insightful tips and 
covering a variety of hive types. 
160 pages. $19.99

By Tony Pisano

https://shop.iamcountryside.com/collec-
tions/beekeeping-books/products/ 

build-your-own-bee-equipment

https://shop.iamcountryside.com/collections/beekeeping-books/ 
products/storeys-guide-to-honey-bees

https://shop.iamcountryside.com/collections/
countryside-books/products/40-projects-for-
building-your-own-homestead
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just for fun

Name: ___________________________________________ Date: ___________________

Backyard Beekeeping August/September 2021

mite treatment  andrews honey  honey extraction  solar bleaching beeswax  fluvalinate

oxalic acid dihydrate  formic acid  queen-right  combining colonies  varroa destructor

apis mellifera  wax moth larvae  robbing behavior  bald faced hornets  nectar dearth

september  august  late season swarm

B E K T M Q W E T A N I L A V U L F U O M S C Z

P N S O L A R B L E A C H I N G B E E S W A X A

O J A E D Y R M R A W S N O S A E S E T A L L H

D B E L G Y R I H X E R Y Y H V U W S P O P R V

A G H T G W P O A N M M O B W X H F V V K P Y D

R R G T A S K R T V L P M A E T K F E S L M S U

E O K G N R F U T C I B X A R E U Q E F L Q T C

F I I G T S D K R B U M Q A S T C I P Y K Z E O

I V W M J N I Y Q C O R E M C Q N I N U V M N I

L A A K S A E S H T C D T U H O R C P J U Y R Q

L H D P Q X B M H I R I Y S L N Y S F F P N O Y

E E J A O W U L T A D E A O E X V O G R U C H R

M B A O O U A Z T A N D C L D D J P Y K M V D J

S G D C C R I C C O E G I V F N A W H T J Z E G

I N T P V P E D H A N R L C I B I O S G E L C C

P I P A C N U S H I T T T S A U Y O R J B K A R

A B E P C Q W M N C M S J E E C J Y O R A M F F

C B P S I E U I D X P U N T T P I U O V A D D A

A O K V R T B O F Y I G O O J I T L D P N V L A

R R E D O M G N D L P U Y N G L M E A M A X A M

U G N Q O I A Z N M H A E V U N K M M X S Z B K

N A V C K M F O R M I C A C I D F F M B O U G A

N N B O C Z M G T H G I R N E E U Q Z N E A Z R

O H O N E Y E X T R A C T I O N O W O S M R D F

mite treatment  
andrews honey 

honey extraction  
solar bleaching beeswax  

fluvalinate
oxalic acid dihydrate  

formic acid  
queenright  

combining colonies 

varroa destructor
apis mellifera  

wax moth larvae 
 robbing behavior  
bald faced hornets 

nectar dearth
september  

august  
late season swarm
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Show us your artistic side! Print and color this picture.  
Email photos of your finished coloring pages to  

backyardbeekeeping@iamcountryside.com 
and we may display them in our next issue.

coloring page
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FOLLOW ALONG 
with our small hive 

journey on Instagram: 
@backyardbeekeeping

@iamabeekeeper
@iamcountryside/beekeeping

FOLLOW US HERE TOO!

TAG YOUR  
PICTURES with  
#iamabeekeeper 
and you could be featured in our next issue!

Hives to
Follow

@hhflowerfarm

@ohiohoneys 

@rushingriverapiaries 

ourlifeontheprairie

@ leecohoney
@amandafreyer 



shop.iamcountryside.com/
collections/beekeeping-books

This trusted handbook is a 
must-have for novice and sea-
soned beekeepers alike. Now 
totally redesigned and featuring 
color photos and graphics, the 
second edition also includes 
up-to-date information on hon-
ey bee health. The go-to refer-
ence presents comprehensive 
yet accessible information on 
everything from planning hives 
and installing a colony to pre-
venting disease and managing 
productive hives that will bear 
bountiful honey harvests year 
after year. 224 Pages

By Malcolm T. Sanford, Richard E. Bonney

STOREY’S GUIDE TO KEEPING
2nd 

Edition HONEY BEES

• Honey Production • Pollination • Health



MORE 
THAN A 
HONEY 
FARM!

Offering a full line of 
beekeeping supplies.

hansenhoneyfarm.com
715-369-0383


