
© ADBKA 2021  Page 1 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

A series of articles that originally appeared in the newsletter of Aberdeen & 

District Beekeepers’ Association from to November 2018 to October 2019. 

I have tried to describe what I understand to be good, and common, local practice and to keep it 

simple.  There are often several acceptable ways of achieving a given objective in beekeeping, and 

certainly many opinions on how to do so, but the beginner is well advised to stick to simple, 

conventional, common practice until sufficient understanding and experience in beekeeping is 

developed to correctly assess the merits of alternatives in your own circumstances. 

 

January 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

An occasional article aimed at helping the novice through the beekeeping year. 

The winter sales of most of the major suppliers should be on about now. 

Your winter varroa treatment should be complete. The longer you leave it beyond the end of 

December, the less effective it will be as the growing number of brood cells, into which the varroa 

mites go to reproduce, leave fewer mites outside the cells exposed to the treatment. 

It is often said that bees do not die of cold but of starvation. We must now be keeping a closer eye 

on the amount of stores in the hive which is checked by ‘hefting’ the hive; lifting it up a few inches at 

the back.  Assessing how much stores are there from the weight you feel is a matter of experience 

and judgement but if you heft regularly you will get a sense of it. Don’t open the hive unless 

absolutely necessary, and if you do, try to do it on a warmer day, do it calmly and quickly (to try to 

avoid the cluster breaking up) as the bees work hard to maintain a survivable internal temperature. 

If in doubt about stores, then you should feed. Bought fondant or home-made candy should be used 

at this time of year. Cut a hole, or I think better something like a long one centimetre wide slot, in 

the packaging and place the fondant package directly on the tops of the frames above the cluster of 

bees (which may be in a warm corner rather than the centre of the hive) with the slot roughly at a 

right angle to the frames. You will need an empty super or eke to raise the roof a little over the 

fondant, and cover the exposed tops of frames with sacking, carpet, bubble wrap or something 

similar with the crownboard on top.  

 

February 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

An occasional article aimed at helping the novice through the beekeeping year. 

On warm enough days in February (or possibly even January) the bees will make cleansing flights to 

clear their gut of waste accumulated during their winter confinement. Whilst it’s great to see the 

bees flying and such positive sign of life in the hive, if you keep your bees near your house, you 
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might not want to do the washing or wash your car that day! Watch the bees at the hive entrance; if 

they are bringing in pollen in the pollen baskets on their hind legs then that’s a good sign there is 

brood in the hive. 

Continue to heft the hive and feed fondant or candy if necessary, as described in last month’s article. 

Somewhat counter-intuitively, the bees will use stores more quickly in warmer weather as they will 

fly more often and raise brood earlier. An extended cold period after a warm one should therefore 

ring warning bells. 

If you have any spare hive components, these should be cleaned. After scraping off propolis and 

wax, wooden components should be scorched with a blow torch and anything that will not tolerate 

the heat can be washed in washing soda and thoroughly rinsed. Drawn combs – both supers and 

spare deep – can be sterilised using acetic acid but please be very careful with this procedure if you 

need to do it as concentrated acetic acid is hazardous. The dilute version is ok on your chips though! 

Polyhives should be disinfected with a bleach solution.  The National Bee Unit (see below) publish a 

good fact sheet ‘Hive Cleaning and Sterilisation’. 

If you have not already done so, sign up to Beebase: 

http://www.nationalbeeunit.com/ 

Apart from the national database of apiaries, allowing you to be quickly notified of any local disease 

issues, there is loads of good information on there. Have a look at the Advisory Leaflets, Best 

Practice Guidelines and Fact Sheets found under ‘Publications’. 

 

March 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

An occasional article aimed at helping the novice through the beekeeping year. 

The bees will hopefully be flying on warmer days and we are continuing to heft the hives and feed 

fondant as required. Remember it must go directly over the cluster.  Many colonies survive the 

depths of winter yet die out in March, especially if there is a cold snap, so don’t take your eye off the 

ball and if in doubt, feed.  Do not be tempted to perform a first inspection yet. If you feel the need 

for a quick peek (e.g. perhaps there is no sign of life unfortunately), do it on a warm day. 

Be prepared for the season ahead by the end of March as your beekeeping life will start to get busier 

in April. Your personal kit should be clean and repaired, your spare hive components cleaned up and 

maintained, and any new components assembled.  

If you will be deploying new frames, make them up but do not put foundation in them until just 

before they go in the hive; bees prefer fresh foundation, so keep it in the packet until needed. You 

can carefully use a hairdryer to freshen up stale foundation.  Warm it just sufficiently on both sides 

to take the dull white’ish bloom off and restore a slightly glossier freshness. Be careful the 

foundation doesn’t warp though, as that leads to poor combs. 

In the next couple of months you will be doing inspections, perhaps marking the queen, adding 

supers, controlling swarming and possibly dealing with a crop if your bees can forage on oilseed 

rape.  So take time now to read up on the relevant skills and procedures.  If you come along to the 

http://www.nationalbeeunit.com/
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Apiary volunteer group on Sunday mornings, you will see most of these procedures for real and can 

then go to do them with your bees. 

 

April 

BEGINNERS, (not very) BRIEFLY… 

An occasional article aimed at helping the novice through the beekeeping year. 

April, May and June are the busiest period in the beekeeping year. Weekly inspections start and 

continue until swarming is largely over, usually towards the end of June. For the beginner who got 

bees in the middle of the previous year, this may be their first beekeeping spring and there are 

important practices to master. It is therefore a double length article this month. 

APRIL 

Don’t be in a rush to do your first inspection but ideally you do want to have completed at least one 

inspection before the end of the month. A traditional indicator that it is a suitable time to inspect is 

when flowering currant (Ribes) is in flower. Choose a dry, calm and relatively warm day in the early 

afternoon if possible.  In less than perfect conditions, the first inspection should only involve the hive 

being open for a few minutes. Remember the five key questions for every inspection: 

Is a queen present? It’s reassuring to see the queen but don’t spend a lot of time searching at first 

inspection. Her marking may have worn and be hard to see, or she may have been superseded since 

last seen. 

What stages of brood are present? If you haven’t seen the queen, the sight of eggs is the next best 

indicator that she is there somewhere. Hopefully you will see brood at all stages (eggs, larvae, 

unsealed and sealed brood), but again, don’t dwell on it this time. 

Are there any signs of disease? Not really a focus for the first inspection unless blatantly obvious. 

Has the colony room to expand? Once there is brood on about five-six frames and bees on most of 

the rest, it’s time to add a super. 

Has the colony got at least a week’s supply of stores? This is about the equivalent of two deep 

frames. You can remove any fondant and feed with thin 1:1 syrup if necessary.  

 

You should keep records of your inspections. 

If your colony has died out, most likely of starvation (dead bees head-first into cells), close the 

colony up completely to avoid it being robbed. Take it away to clean it up. 

Perhaps not at first inspection, but if you want to mark or re-mark (and/or clip) your queen to make 

future inspections and manipulations easier, now is the time to do it whilst the colony is still 

relatively small, making the queen easier to find.  Get an experienced beekeeper to show or help 

you, or come to see it done at Association Apiary events.  I prefer the ‘crown-of-thorns’ press-in cage 

for marking but there are several other ways. Whatever the circumstances and method, take it very 

very slowly and gently to avoid damaging the queen, and if you are using a paint pen, test it first to 

avoid flooding the queen in paint. 

When you add your first super, and especially if your super frames contain only foundation, the bees 

are sometimes reluctant to move upwards, especially if there is no nectar flow. Try leaving the 

queen excluder out for two or three days. 
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Because swarm control is so important, I’m going to give you the May article right now! 

 

MAY 

If you didn’t do it at first inspection, remove the floor (which will be covered in dead bees from the 

winter – dispose of them away from the apiary), and either clean and replace it, or just substitute a 

spare clean floor.  

You must inspect on a seven (or ten, if your queen is clipped) day cycle throughout at least April to 

end June.  Remember that seven days is not specified just to fit nicely with the human working 

week. There is a technical reason; it takes eight days from an egg being laid to any resulting queen 

cell being sealed and the colony will swarm shortly thereafter.  So if you don’t see any queen cells at 

one inspection, but do find them at an inspection seven days later, the colony might well swarm in 

the next day or two if the weather is good enough. 

Keep an eye on your diary and the weather forecast, and if you cannot inspect on the seventh day 

for whatever reason, do it earlier rather than later. You principally want to see that the colony is 

expanding, add super(s) as necessary, and vitally to check for any signs of swarming preparation. 

Make sure you can recognise the differences between queen cups, unsealed and sealed queen cells 

and a hatched queen cell. 

Look very carefully for swarm (queen) cells. They are typically around the edge and bottom of the 

frames and it is easy to miss one, especially if they are being built in gaps between comb and frame 

and covered in bees. 

If you find unsealed charged (i.e. you can see a larva on a bed of white royal jelly) queen cells, don’t 

panic, but you will need to act promptly and hopefully you will be prepared to do so.  Remember 

that simply destroying queen cells might buy you a few days (three to be precise) but it will not 

eliminate the swarming urge.  BEWARE – although you would think it should be pretty obvious when 

you look in a hive that half the bees have gone missing, it isn’t such an easy judgement to make as a 

beginner especially if the swarm was a few days ago and several thousand new bees have emerged 

since.  A common mistake is to find sealed queen cells (from an older cell(s) you overlooked at an 

earlier inspection) and destroy them, only then to realise that the colony actually swarmed several 

days ago. The queen has gone, you’ve just destroyed all the queen cells and there are now no longer 

any eggs for the bees to make any more, leaving your colony hopelessly queenless.  So be prepared 

to implement some method of swarm control promptly, and avoid carelessly destroying queen cells. 

The Pagden swarm control method is popular but requires a complete spare hive.  The Demaree 

method requires only a spare brood body and frames but is arguably a little more complex.  The 

Snelgrove and Horsley methods require specialist boards and are more complex still, so best avoided 

as a beginner. The Nucleus method needs only a relatively cheap (poly)nuc, but successfully setting 

up and running a nuc needs a bit of practice, and brood laying in the main hive is interrupted, 

affecting productivity. 

If you started beekeeping last year with one colony, the above methods can be used to create a 

second colony. It’s generally better to run a minimum of two colonies so that if anything goes wrong 

with one, you have your own means of recovery rather than having to buy a queen or more bees. 

However, having two colonies does mean you need more kit, and then what do you do about swarm 

control next year…..? (reduce the number of colonies by uniting!) 
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It’s a good idea to check your varroa infestation levels fairly soon too. Insert your varroa board, leave 

it two or three days, remove it and count the mites.  Use the Beebase calculator to determine what 

action to take…   http://www.nationalbeeunit.com/public/BeeDiseases/varroaCalculator.cfm  I try to 

do this exercise monthly throughout the main season. 

 

May 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

We covered the vital swarm control activities needed in May and June in the last article. 

Keep a watch on your apiary, especially in the afternoons and evenings of good days. If, despite your 

careful efforts, your bees have swarmed, they may cluster on a branch or post not far from the hive 

whilst ‘scout’ bees find a new home further away. They might be there for just a few hours – so act 

promptly if you do find a swarm - or perhaps a day or more. 

Catching a swarm is fun and not as scary as it looks to the uninitiated, but for a first time you might 

be well advised to get an experienced beekeeper to show you how it’s done. If you do catch and hive 

a swarm remember that, as it is initially broodless, any varroa mites will be out on the bees and 

vulnerable to treatment. I usually administer an Api-Bioxal (oxalic acid) treatment on a newly-hived 

swarm, especially if I do not know where the swarm has come from. 

If your supers are being filled, you need to decide whether the nectar source is oilseed rape (OSR) or 

not.  If it is, then it must be extracted promptly once ripe, as OSR granulates very quickly and you 

don’t want it to be doing that in the comb. If there are bright yellow fields of OSR within a couple of 

miles (possibly further) of your apiary, then it’s likely the bees will be visiting it.  If it isn’t OSR honey, 

then you may still want to extract it if your supers are full, but if you only have a little, it can be left 

in the comb to be hopefully augmented by flows later in the season.  

  

June 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

An occasional article aimed at helping the novice through the beekeeping year. 

By and large June starts off as a continuation of practices in May.  Keep inspecting on a seven day 

cycle as previously described – remaining alert to any signs of swarm preparation - and as the colony 

will be expanding towards its peak population in July, add supers as soon as the lower super is 

relatively full of bees regardless of how many combs are filled with nectar. Additional supers should 

go on the top of the stack.  

You may have heard of the ‘June gap’.  This is a period between the end of the spring nectar flow 

and the summer flowers opening, usually at the beginning of June, when there may be little forage 

for the bees. In some years the gap is short and not noticeable, but it can last say a couple of weeks 

or so. Colonies may be at risk of starvation, especially if the weather is poor.  If you have supers with 

stores on, the bees will consume the stores, but if not, be prepared to feed 1:1 syrup. Remember not 

to feed with supers on. 

http://www.nationalbeeunit.com/public/BeeDiseases/varroaCalculator.cfm


© ADBKA 2021  Page 6 

If your bees were foraging on OSR in May, then you should have the supers off and extracted by 

now. 

June is a good time to do a full disease inspection, looking especially for any signs of the foulbrood 

diseases and/or varroa-vectored viruses.  Maybe try to get an experienced beekeeper to come to do 

this with you.  As part of the disease check routine, put your varroa tray in for a few days and do a 

varroa mite drop count. Use the Beebase calculator to determine what action should be taken. 

 

 

 

July 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

An occasional article aimed at helping the novice through the beekeeping year. 

After the activity of the past three months, you can relax a little in July. Swarming will hopefully be 

past and your hives will be full of bees and very busy on a sunny day.  There is no compelling reason 

to continue inspections on a seven (or ten, if queen clipped) cycle.  Many beekeepers let their bees 

get on with it in July and August and only inspect occasionally, perhaps focusing on disease, and of 

course adding supers if required. 

Thinking ahead (as always!) the next major activities will be dealing with any summer crop in August 

and then varroa treatment and winter feeding in September. 

If you are getting a crop and haven’t got an extractor, you’ll need to work out where you can borrow 

one as well as getting hold of strainers, honey buckets etc. 

The autumn varroa treatment is the most important of the year so it is essential to administer it 

properly. Some treatments take a long time (e.g. four-six weeks for Apiguard), can be quite 

aggressive on the colony (MAQS), may have limited effectiveness (Apistan), or are only 

recommended at higher ambient temperatures (e.g. ApiLife Var). So do your research now – ask 

around to see what more experienced beekeepers intend to use – and be clear how and when you 

need to deploy your chosen treatment. 

 

August 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

An occasional article aimed at helping the novice through the beekeeping year. 

Let’s assume July and August have had great weather and you have a crop in your supers. The 

season is drawing to a close – the availability of pollen and nectar is significantly reducing and the 

queen’s lay rate is decreasing. 

Is the honey ripe? 
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By ripe, we mean the honey has a water content of less than about 18%.  Any higher and the honey 

will likely ferment in due course. Honey that has been capped with wax is ripe, as the bees don’t 

want it fermenting over winter either. Uncapped honey will probably also be present and may be 

ripe too. Test it by holding the frame horizontally over the top of the super and give it a firm shake. 

Any drops of nectar indicate it is not ripe enough. You can always help the bees with the ripening 

process by moving capped super frames to the outside and uncapped ones into the middle.  The 

water content of honey can also be easily tested with a refractometer.  The Association has one for 

loan, and they are relatively inexpensive to buy. 

Once the honey is ripe, the super can be removed and extracted. 

How do I get the bees out of the super? 

The most popular method of clearing bees from supers is probably the Porter bee escape - white 

plastic ‘one-way bee ‘valves’’ that fit into holes in the crownboard which is then temporarily 

positioned between the supers and the brood box, with the central hole in the escape(s) uppermost.  

Do not ‘store’ Porter escapes in position in the crownboard as the bees will propolise them and if 

you do not clean them up, they will not work when needed. You must check and set the springs to a 

bee’s width, or about 3mm, by gently bending them. Too narrow and the bees can’t pass; too wide 

and they can get back into the super. Use two Porter escapes if your board has two holes.  I find 

‘Porter clearing’ generally takes at least two days to complete.  ‘Rhombus’ escapes which have no 

moving parts and cost little more than Porter escapes (or can be homemade) will clear supers in a 

few hours. They can be temporarily pinned underneath the central hole in a crownboard although I 

find them a little deeper than the board rim frame so I have made dedicated rhombus clearer 

boards. Do not leave clearer boards on longer than necessary. 

When you remove the super; (a) be prepared with a bee brush or feather to remove any stragglers, 

(b) handle the super with the consideration that a fine food product deserves – don’t just put it 

open-bottomed on the ground for instance, and (c) in the apiary cover it so bees can’t return to it (a 

couple of blank boards are handy) and remove it promptly to a warm, hygienic place where bees 

can’t get at it, because they will very quickly find it if they can.  Expect grumpy bees after you have 

removed supers. 

Space precludes discussion of honey extraction and products of the hive. There is a whole world of 

knowledge and skills (and mess!) out there for you to explore.  

When you have extracted the honey, you are left with ‘wet’ supers containing residual honey and 

with the surface of the comb messed up from uncapping. They can be stored like this, although I 

have no experience of doing so.  To get ‘dry’ supers for winter storage, put them back on the hive 

above a crownboard with the holes open for a couple of days.  The bees will take the residual honey 

downstairs, tidy up the wax, and the super can be cleared again and removed. 

Now you need to be thinking about feeding and varroa treatment. More on this next month, but in 

the meantime, if there are little stores in the brood box, feed 2:1 syrup until stores are adequate, 

then start varroa treatment. Immediate feeding may be critical if an extended period of bad weather 

comes along, as the hive is still relatively populous and will quickly go through what little stores it 

has. 
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September 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

Two really really important things this month; winter feeding and varroa treatment. In discussing 

feeding, I am assuming overwintering a single National brood box.  ‘Brood-and-a-half’, and ‘double 

brood box’ systems have their merits, but I want to keep it simple for the moment. The key to 

successful overwintering is starting with a strong colony of healthy, well-fed bees. Consider uniting 

weak colonies. Transferring a small/weak colony to a poly nuc may improve its chances over winter. 

FEEDING. To give your valuable and carefully kept bees the best chance of making it through winter, 

you must feed them thoroughly at this time of year.  

What? The idea is that the bees dehydrate and store a syrup feed for later consumption, so we want 

to give them a concentrated sugar solution.  This is often termed ‘2:1’ syrup or sometimes ‘heavy’ or 

‘thick’. You must only use white sugar, and never boil syrup.  The classic formulation is ‘2 pounds of 

sugar in one pint of water’ and hence ‘2:1’.  Many convert that to ‘2 kg in 1 litre’, but the exact 

conversion is 2 kg in 1.25 litres which is a little easier to dissolve (but the bees have about 25% more 

dehydration to achieve).  Hot but not boiling water can be used, although a fair amount of stirring is 

still necessary until the syrup is clear, but let it cool before giving it to the bees.  

Some beekeepers will feed ‘Ambrosia’ or ‘Invertbee’ syrups which are glucose/fructose solutions, 

relieving the bees of the job of ‘inverting’ a sucrose (white sugar) syrup into glucose/fructose.  

However, Ambrosia is about three times the cost of white sugar but it saves the beekeeper the job 

of making up syrup. 

Note that any surplus homemade syrup which you might want to store will go mouldy so make it up 

as required. Ambrosia/Invertbee will keep. 

When? The general guidance is that feeding should be complete by the end of the first week in 

October, before it is too cold for the bees to adequately dehydrate and store the syrup without risk 

of fermentation. It might take a week or ten days to feed a colony. If you have taken a crop from 

supers and there are then little stores in the brood box, you should part-feed immediately as a 

precaution against poor September weather, and then feed again towards the end of the month. 

How? The classic guidance is ‘with a rapid feeder’, implying a Miller, Ashforth, English or the 

cylindrical ‘rapid’ feeder.  However, a big colony can empty a one gallon contact feeder in a couple 

of days so I’m not sure the type of feeder matters all that much at this time of year.  The practical 

advantages of the rapid feeders perhaps lie in their slightly larger capacity and that they can be 

refilled without disturbing the colony. 

Best practice is to feed all hives simultaneously, and in the evening if possible, to mitigate against 

robbing.  Putting on an entrance block also helps mitigate robbing. 

How much? Feed them until they stop taking much more syrup. For a decent strength colony in a 

national hive with a couple of framesworth of stores already you should expect to feed at least 10-

12 kg of sugar, i.e. refilling your feeder perhaps two-four times depending on capacity.  Skimping on 

autumn feeding is false economy and poor husbandry - sugar can be bought for about 50p/kg from 

discount retailers – as bees starving over winter and in spring is a common occurrence. 

VARROA. This is the time of year when the mite per bee ratio is increasing rapidly and the autumn 

varroa treatment is therefore the most important of the year. It is essential to choose and 
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administer it properly. There are quite a variety of chemistries and products available nowadays and 

following integrated pest management (IPM) principles, we should try to vary our chosen chemistry 

from time to time.  As Api-Bioxal (oxalic acid) is about the only suitable mid-winter treatment, I try 

not to use it in general in the autumn, and I aim to vary my autumn chemistry/product every couple 

of years or so.  The recent ADBKA member survey showed that ApiVAR and MAQS are currently 

most popular amongst our members. Of the two, I’d recommend ApiVAR for beginners. Whatever 

you use, follow the instructions closely. Observe the recommended treatment periods and do not 

leave the product in the hive once the treatment is ended.  Remember you must keep a detailed 

record of ‘medicines’ administered. A suitable form (No. 12 - Veterinary Treatment Record) can be 

found on the SBA website at: 

https://scottishbeekeepers.org.uk/learn/technical-data-sheets 

 

October  

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

Your winter preparations should be completed at the beginning of the month. There are few good 

reasons to open a hive between now and next April.  If you really must, try to avoid having the whole 

box open at once and do it quickly. 

Apart from feeding and varroa treatment (discussed last month), the remaining winter preparations 

involve (a) the condition of the hive against the elements, and (b) insulation and ventilation. 

Check that all the hive components are properly aligned and fitting well together, and that there are 

no holes in the hive.  Check that the stand is robust and secure.  Many beekeepers will put a brick or 

two on top of the hive roof; I’ve yet to see a wooden roof blow off, but polyhives need weighting 

and/or strapping down.  Remember a hive will lighten considerably through the winter as stores are 

consumed.  You can ‘heft’ the hive (lift it up a few centimetres at the rear edge, hinging along the 

front edge) to get some sense of the weight, and repeat this occasionally over the winter to get a 

feel for the consumption of stores. 

There is a wide variety of opinion and practice around ventilation and insulation. I’ve yet to find an 

authoritative text that covers this subject in up-to-date detail, including reasons why various choices 

are made. There is generally consensus around: 

 Hive should be in a sheltered place, ideally where it can get some winter sunshine 

 There should be a ventilation space under hive. Clear any tall grass or foliage underneath 

that may contribute to dampness. 

 With open mesh floors, leave the varroa board out to provide ventilation.  

 Fit a mouseguard over a fully open entrance, or fit an entrance block. Some beekeepers 

invert the entrance block to allow dead bees to pile up a bit without blocking the entrance. A 

mouseguard with an entrance block seems unnecessary to me as long as the entrance is no 

more than about 7-8 mm high. I speculate that it probably doesn’t make much difference 

which entrance you choose along with an open mesh floor, but a full entrance is perhaps 

more appropriate with a solid floor for reasons of ventilation. 

 Put some form of insulation in the roof (or an eke above the brood box) perhaps polystyrene 

or ‘Kingspan’ sheet, or bubblewrap or sacking, but avoid blocking the roof vents. 

https://scottishbeekeepers.org.uk/learn/technical-data-sheets
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There seems to be much less consensus and reasoning whether to: 

 Leave the crownboard feed hole(s) open (mesh-covered), or blank them off. I suspect this 

decision is best made in conjunction with consideration of the type of floor and whether or 

not the entrance block is in or out, so as to get good but not excessive ventilation. 

The practice of slightly raising the crownboard with matchsticks is considered outdated, I assume 

because in association with open mesh floors too much of a through-draught is created. 

Finally, some beekeepers will put fondant on (directly on top of frames) now, with insulation around 

it.  Others will until it is needed later in the winter. If the insulation can become damp (e.g. sacking) 

then it may need replacing from time to time. 

Your next intervention might be a varroa treatment with oxalic acid in December or early January, by 

either the trickle or sublimation method. 

 

November 

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

An occasional article aimed at helping the novice through the beekeeping year. 

Your winter preparations should have been completed three or four weeks ago. Remember that you 

should not leave anti-varroa strips in for longer than the recommended treatment period. 

Remember too that if you need to feed your bees between now and next April, you must use 

fondant or candy, not syrup. At lower temperatures the bees cannot dehydrate syrup which thus 

might ferment and lead to dysentery. 

Now is a good time to clean your kit, as you won’t be needing it much until next spring. The magic 

ingredient is washing soda. 

Bee Suit: Detach the veil which risks getting caught by zip pullers in the washing machine, and wash 

your suit according the manufacturer’s instructions. Add a cupful of washing soda directly to the 

drum; this will help remove propolis and other stains. Although many manufacturers say you should 

hand wash the veil, I have found mine machine washes perfectly well on a delicates cycle, again on 

its own to avoid damage by other garments. Deal with any repairs now too. 

Hive Tool: Make up a solution of 100g of washing soda in 500 ml of warm water, and add a dash of 

washing up liquid.  Scrape off any large chunks of wax, propolis etc. and soak the tool for a while. 

After a scrub and a rinse, it should be spotless and gleaming again. Other small metal and plastic hive 

parts, e.g. Porter escapes, as well as feeders, can be cleaned in the same solution. 

Gloves: We are encouraged to use disposable gloves over leather gloves nowadays – although this 

seems an environmentally questionable practice to me – so your leather gloves may well be clean. If 

you use some sort of plasticised glove, these can be cleaned with the washing soda solution.  Some 

leather gloves are sold as ‘washable’ so follow the manufacturer’s instructions there. 

Smoker: The bellows are usually screwed on and can be detached. Sticky deposits on the bellows 

can be removed with the washing soda solution. A heavily used smoker may have tarry deposits on 

the outside, inside the lid and particularly around the rim, making opening and closing difficult. 
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Apply a blowtorch to these deposits for a couple of minutes. They will coke up into a more solid, 

brittle deposit which can be fairly readily chipped and scraped off. 

You might want to clean spare hive parts now too, but we’ll leave that for a future article. 

 

 

 

December  

BEGINNERS, BRIEFLY… 

An occasional article aimed at helping the novice through the beekeeping year. 

There are a couple of things to think about this month: 

A) Varroa Treatment. The amount of brood is at a minimum in mid-winter so most of the 

varroa mites are on the bees and not in cells, and thus vulnerable to treatment. Most of the 

chemical strip treatments either take too long or are ineffective at lower temperatures, so a 

common treatment is Api-Bioxal (oxalic acid), administered in late December or early 

January by either the trickle or sublimation methods. Trickle is easier and safer, although 

does involve opening the hive. Sublimation requires special kit, has more HSE 

considerations, but the hive remains closed and there are reports suggesting it is perhaps 

the more effective method of the two. We will be demonstrating both methods at the apiary 

in January. 

B) With an eye to the January sales, it’s worth reviewing your beekeeping year just past and 

developing some thoughts about what you would like to achieve next year.  If you need 

more equipment, then you’ll be ready to look out for it in the January sales run by most of 

the main suppliers. The sales are usually good for second-quality frames and hive parts, 

small items such as escapes, queen cages, bee brushes etc., and honey processing 

equipment. In particular, think about what swarm management method you intend to use 

next year. Nearly all methods require at least a spare brood body and frames, and the 

popular Pagden method needs a spare floor, crownboard and roof too. The nucleus method 

with a poly-nuc is a cheap option. 

Finally, if you want to read more about the natural history of the honeybee, put ‘The Honey Bee 

Around and About’, and ‘The Honey Bee Inside Out’, both by Celia Davis and about £25 each, on 

your Christmas List. The former covers foraging, nectar and honey, and disease and the latter covers 

anatomy, breeding and communication. Both are excellent books, strongly recommended for those 

doing SBA Modules, and are available from www.northernbeebooks.co.uk as well as from those 

beekeeping suppliers that sell books. 

 

 

http://www.northernbeebooks.co.uk/

