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The Executive Board has collaborated on 
the design and content of the club web 
site.  Our web address is:  
 http://beavervalleybees.com.    
We encourage all members to examine 
each page and bring your suggestions 
and comments to the next BVABA meet-
ing.   
Our goal is to make the web site as infor-
mative as possible for our members and 

for anyone interested in beekeeping.  We 
will make every effort to keep the calen-
dar up to date so that you can get the 
latest information on BVABA activities 
and other events of interest. 
Since the site was up and running it has 
already gotten a number of hits. We have 
had 316 different visitors to our site be-
tween  December 19th and the 31st.  As 
of Jan 6 we have had 72 visitors.  
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2009-10 CLUB OFFICERS: 
President 
Robert Steffes   724-378-7204 
robert.steffes@beavervalleybees.com 
Vice-President 
Tom Johnson 724-728-6826 
**No e-mail** 
Treasurer 
Dan Worst 412-331-8595 
Dan.worst@beavervalleybees.com 
Secretary 
Lyn Szymkiewicz 724-869-2151 
lynszym4@verizon.net 
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Intermediate Beekeeping 201   LESSON SEVEN   
Management of bees--Late Winter 
 
Objectives:  
1)  The beekeeper must manage bees in the fall to avoid many problems facing bees during the winter season. �
2)  The beekeeper must understand the dynamics of honey bee biology for winter survival.�
3)   The beekeeper must understand and use the techniques  to manipulate bees for successful survival.  
�
Late Winter Hive Conditions: 
We would like to begin this lesson with a discussion on what to expect of your bees during the late winter (January-February) 
in the North.  This information will have to be moved back to December-- a period of 4to 5 weeks if applied to an area in the 
South or to an area along the Pacific California zone.   Because a bulk of beekeepers in the U.S. live in a climate zone which 
includes periods of cold weather (temperatures below freezing) we will use that as a model and those of you who live in colder 
regions will need to make an adjustment of several weeks later and those of you who live South will have to make adjust-
ments of several or more weeks depending on how far South one is for conditions to be occurring earlier. 
The daylight hours  of January and February are getting longer.  December 21 marks the day of the year with the shortest 
number of daylight hours.  January and February will also have some days that allow the beekeeper a chance to visit the hive 
while the bees are flying.   This generally occurs during the mid part of the day when sun shine warms the side of a hive body 
encouraging the bees to take flight. 
The following picture of a hive opened on a  warm January day shows a good cluster of bees.      Note that the bees are still 
clustered but some of the bees are wandering around away from the cluster.  It is not wise to remove a frame of bees while 
they are clustered in this fashion unless the temperatures are above 55 degrees F.   It was just 45 degrees on the day this pic-
ture was taken.   When removing a frame of bees from a hive like this, it is wise to work from the frames on the outside 
where there are no bees and work toward the cluster by removing a frame by sliding it away from the cluster so as not to roll 
and crush bees. 
The cluster is made up of adult bees that emerged in the fall of the year.  The large cluster provides the colony with the abil-
ity to maintain a constant temperature of approximately 92 degrees F. within the cluster.   Late in January, the queen will 
begin laying eggs.    The larger the cluster and  with plentiful honey stores available, the colony will be able to maintain more 
eggs and thus develop much faster than a colony with a very small cluster.  The cluster you are looking at was not created 
within the last month.  It was created before the queen completely shut down egg lying last fall. 
Honey bees understand economics quite well.  Supply and demand.  If the supply of honey and pollen are adequate, they will 
continue to build up.  In fact some stains of honey bees will begin the process of development and eat themselves out of stores 
and thus starve to death.  Other stains seem to hold back just a bit longer, thus conserving available resources and then build 
up rapidly as nectar and pollen become available.  Providing bees with (sugar or corn) syrup stimulates them to build up 
faster.  The available food is used to produce more brood and thus prepare them for the nectar flow which will come on early 
in spring. 
Our fall inspection is important to help us manage bees so they are able to develop in the late winter as we see in the above 
pictures.  Bees use up honey stores quite rapidly once egg laying begins.   This is a critical time in your beekeeping manage-
ment plan.    All hives should be checked for honey stores.  Those that are light must be fed.  It is not necessary to open each 
hive and check frames of honey.  The weight of the colony can be determined by lifting the hive from the back and tilting it 
forward.  If a hive is feather light, you will have no problems lifting it.   After checking several hives, you will develop an idea 
of what a good hive should feel like when tilting it. 
A question always comes up during these cold winter days, "Are my bees alive?" How can I tell they are alive?    I see no 
problem to this question at all.  One we can open the hive on a warm day and check for the presence of live bees.  They might 
be easily visible like the hive in the picture.   On the other hand, they may be down in the lower brood chamber.  It is a simple 
matter of separating the two hive bodies that make up your hive and check to see if the bees are there.  We are not asking you 
to take any frames out of the hive!  Usually if you have live bees, you will find that several will come to investigate your mess-
ing with them.   Other times you will hear the nice friendly roar as they are disturbed.   It is when you see nothing and hear 
nothing that you need to become concerned a little more. 
Let’s examine the typical winter season of a cluster of bees by looking at a chart. 



 
Although not perfect, this graft shows some interesting things about a hive of bees during the winter months.   If we assume 
that a colony of bees begins the winter season with a population of approximately 40,000 bees then by mid-February to 
March the colony population will have dropped to 1/4 of what it was in the fall.  In other words, the colony of 40,000 will 
drop to approximately 10,000 bees or just about three pounds of bees by March.  However, by January the hive (colony) 
should be raising more brood to replace dying bees.   Notice that the amount of brood increases rapidly and that the popula-
tion curve follows it but is delayed somewhat.   Remember it takes 21 days from the time an eggs is laid before an adult 
worker bee emerges from her cell.   Also in the above chart, I have tried to show what happens to the supply of honey in the 
hive.   With 90 lbs. of surplus honey, the bees will consume it on a gradual basis until brood is being raised and then the 
honey stores are exhausted rapidly.   In the case of the hive with just 40 lbs. of honey surplus, the honey would be exhausted 
by sometime in February or March before nectar and pollen sources would be available to the hive and thus result in the 
death of the hive if it were not supplied with feed.   Also notice the gap in the red lines.  This is the period of time in the hive 
cycle that no brood is being raised and represents the coldest and longest night period of the year.  In areas of the South, the 
gap in the red line is much shorter and may disappear altogether.  Anytime the honey supply gets below the solid black line 
(about 10 lbs. of honey) the hive is in danger of starvation.  A hive may have honey but  the bees may not be able to reach it in 
very cold weather and this usually happens after brood rearing has started.  Bees are reluctant to abandon the brood and 
move the cluster to the honey stores. 
 
Points we want to make: 
· The starvation line is drawn in to indicate when the stores in the colony reach 10 pounds of honey.  We regard this as the 
point at which the beekeeper must begin to feed to prevent a colony from starving.�
· Honey bees do not hibernate during the winter.  They consume stored honey and release moisture which must be venti-
lated from the hive.  Good ventilation in a bee hive is important.�
· During very cold periods when no brood is being raised, bees do not consume honey stores at large rates.�
· When brood rearing is increasing, honey stores are used up very rapidly.�
· Disturbing a colony of bees during the period they are in a tight cluster causes the bees to lose cluster temperature and 
thus cause them to use up more honey stores and could cause much damage.   Inspect bees only during times that they have 
broken cluster "55 degrees F. or more."   By inspect, we mean pull frames from the hive to examine for brood and other 
things, not necessarily pop the lid to see if the bees are alive.�
· Honey bees keep the cluster warm.  They do not heat up the inside of the hive as we would heat our house.  Some heat is 
generated by the cluster and one can often see that snow on top covers is melted off from the rising heat generated by the 
cluster.�
· It is common to find dead bees in the snow in front of a hive of live bees.  As noted in the chart, 3/4 of the bees in the hive 



that start winter will die by March.  What you should be concerned with is the lack of any dead bees in front of a hive 
after a warm day.�

Feeding Bees: 
 A beekeeper that leaves an adequate amount of honey for the bees to survive the winter usually will not have to feed 
bees.   On the other hand, once in awhile a year will come along in which the bees do not get a honey crop or even enough 
honey to store for the winter.  In a situation like that the beekeeper must feed colonies to help them survive. 
There are a number of ways to feed bees.  We are going to discuss several methods after we talk about formulations of bee 
feed. 
It seems like a simple matter to explain feeding but it gets complicated by the choices a beekeeper needs to make.   Will the 
beekeeper feed table sugar (sucrose), honey, high fructose corn syrup or something else?   A word of caution:  you need to 
check out the source of the choice you make regardless of what you think it will do.   Several years ago, Canadian beekeepers 
bought cheap corn syrup that gave their bees dysentery.  As a result, beekeepers lost a number of colonies of bees.  Lets take 
a look at what is available: 
· Corn syrup --- General comments:  Easy to use because it is already in a liquid state.  It can be diluted and often is used 
that way in the spring of the year.   Because it contains both fructose and glucose it is similar to honey and honey bees accept 
it well.   There are two types available to beekeepers:  Type 55 and Type 42.  I am sure you probably do not need a full or 
half semi load but that is the way it is delivered to commercial beekeepers.  Local sources are available and it is sold often by 
the 5 gal. bucket.  Hint:  Check the local phone directory of a large urban area for wholesale grocery companies and call 
around.  Or call a bee supply dealer.  They can lead you to a supply.   Remember that while the beekeeper buying a semi load 
will get it for .15 cents a pound, you may end up paying almost .40 cents a pound in 5 gal. buckets.  Type 55 is the preferred 
type for bees.  It has a higher concentration of fructose and is slower to granulate.  It can also be diluted if desired.  However 
it is more expensive.�
· Table Sugar  -- General comments:  Easy to find.  Any grocery store will handle it.  If a beekeeper with only a few hives 
watches for grocery sales, it can be purchased quite reasonably.  It comes in various package sizes -- a plus.   Sugar is mixed 
with hot water and makes a desirable bee food.  It can also be used dry or as a sugar candy.  It is messy to mix and takes 
time.  Formulation for fall is usually one part sugar to one part water while spring feeding includes more water with a mix-
ture being one part sugar to two parts water.  Remember that when a larger amount of water is used, the beekeeper is adding 
more humidity to the hive.�
· Honey  --  Good natural food.   The beekeeper usually has some on hand.  It is much more expensive to feed than either 
corn syrup or sugar.  It does carry with it one great disadvantage:  It can carry American Foulbrood spores which will then 
spread the disease to any colony fed with it.  Honey can be stored honey in frames of comb or it can be fed just like sugar wa-
ter.  Be careful not to mix much honey with water during warm periods because the honey will ferment and be ruined. �
Do not use:  Brown sugar, molasses, maple syrup, etc.  Sugars other than sucrose may present problems to the bees.  Sugars 
sometimes contain other components such as starch.  Check the label on the product you buy.  Powdered sugar often con-
tains as much as 5% starch or more.�

I have known commercial beekeepers in the South to buy broken candy such as candy canes from candy plants.  The canes 
are rejected candy and are sold by the pallet or box.  An entire box the size  a grown man could lay down in sells for about 
$25.00.  The candy canes are dumped into 50 gallon drums/barrels -- wrappers and all.  The beekeeper then sets these out 
into the beeyard and allows normal rainfall to fill the drums/barrels, melt and dilute the candy canes for the bees to 
use.  Bees eagerly feed in these open drums.  However this type of feed is going to encourage robbing, and will feed all the 
bees in the neighborhood.  It can only be done during a period of time the bees can fly to the drums/barrels.   We do not rec-
ommend this type of feeding for hobby beekeepers. 
Now, let’s take a look at one more aspect of feeding bees.  Should we feed pollen substitutes?  If your desire is to stimulate 
brood rearing, then feeding a pollen substitute makes sense.  One product on the market is called "Bee-Pro ®".  It can be fed 
in dry form or as a soft patty.  It is not expensive at about $2.00 a pound.    In early spring it can be fed in a soft patty.  The 
patty is made by mixing Bee-Pro with corn syrup or sugar syrup to make a patty about the size of a hamburger and of a con-
sistency of dough.  Recommendations are to feed about 1/2 pound per colony and replace the patty when the bees have con-
sumed it with another one.  This is done before natural pollen become available in the spring.   If bees are flying, Bee-Pro can 
be fed in a protected box placed in the bee yard so that bees can freely fly in and out to gather the dust like dry form.  The 
Bee-Pro needs to be protected from moisture.  One suggestion by Mann Lake is to feed the dry form in a barrel which has 
been placed on its side.    Bee-Pro exposed to moisture will mould.  
You may get a call someday like the one I received several years ago.  A farmer near one of my beeyards called to complain 
that my bees wouldn't let his pigs eat during the day.  It seems they were visiting his feeding trough which held ground grain 
(pig food).   The bees were gathering up the dust like grain and bringing it back to the hives.  I had to move the yard to keep 
the farmer happy.  I could have prevented this by using the barrel idea with dry Bee-Pro before the bees found the hog 
trough. 
How do we apply bee feed?   The following page from the Mann Lake Catalog for 2000 gives one idea to use.   A frame feeder 



is often referred to as a division board feeder.  It offers the beekeeper a easy to use container that fits inside the hive taking 
the place of two frames--the catalog says one frame but that makes things just a bit tight.  It also holds a gallon of 
syrup.  Robbing is not encouraged because the feeder is located in the hive and the bees in the hive will be able to access the 
syrup both in cooler weather and at all times of the day or night. 
 
 

 
 This feeder is just about right for dumping (empting a 5 lbs. sack/bag of sugar) into it and then adding two quarts of hot wa-
ter.  The sugar syrup mixture can be stirred, a stick inserted to act as a float so the bees don't drown, and you are in business. 
 
 
The complete article may be found at:  www.beeclass.com/dts/201lessonseven.htm. 
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Dan Worst, Treasurer 
124 Grant Street 
Coraopolis, PA  15108 


