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THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY 

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

District Beekeepers’ Association from to February 2021 to January 2022. 

THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  JANUARY 

As discussed in the December article, your winter varroa treatment should already have been 

completed. The longer you leave it the less effective it will be as the increasing 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. Remember the extended period of 

heavy snow in early February last year… 

 

(Photo courtesy Fraser Brophy) 

The bees were fine! 

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

similar with the crownboard on top.  

As the colony population increases over the next few months, the stores will be consumed ever 

more rapidly so you want to increase the frequency with which you check. Somewhat counter-

intuitively, the warmer it is, the faster the stores will be consumed as more brood is created and the 

bees fly more. 

 

THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  FEBRUARY  

Checks 

Check your hives periodically, say every week or two - and certainly immediately after any extreme 

weather - to make sure the hive is mechanically as it should be, with everything present and 

properly aligned. Especially if you are using a reduced entrance block and/or a mouseguard, ensure 

that the entrance is clear of dead winter bees so that the bees can fly freely. 

Feeding 

Periodically ‘hefting’ your hives throughout the winter should give some indication of the 

consumption of stores. Stores will be getting low - remember that as the amount of brood increases 

and the colony becomes more active, the rate of consumption of stores increases - so if you have 

any doubts, feed!  It is too early for liquid feed, so use fondant or candy directly on top of the 

frames. 

Signs of Life 

If you haven’t seen inside of the hive whilst feeding, you will be keen to know if your colony has 

survived so far. Observe the colony on a relatively warm day (anything above say about 6-7 oC, 

especially if there is sun on the entrance). Hopefully you will see flying bees. If you see pollen being 

taken in that means there is brood to feed, and hence a live queen. 

It’s preferable to open the hive as little as possible during winter, but if you must you can take a 

quick peek inside. 

Alternative indirect methods include putting the varroa tray in for a few days. Fresh crumb of 

cappings on the tray indicates live bees, and will indicate the position of the cluster too. Boroscopes 

for your phone are relatively cheap if you want to directly look inside your hive. Some beekeepers 

will tap the hive and listen carefully for any buzzing response, or sense the temperature above the 

crownboard with a bare hand. 

Cleaning 

Cleaning kit can of course be done any time over winter. We’ll cover clothing this month.  The magic 

ingredient is washing soda which can be bought for a pound or less for a kilo bag at most 

supermarkets. 

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

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 
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should hand wash the veil, mine machine-washes perfectly well on a delicates cycle, again on its own 

to avoid damage by other garments. Do any repairs now too. 

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. 

 

THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  MARCH 

Feeding 

March is a critical time. Many colonies which have otherwise survived the winter starve out in 

March. The amount of brood is increasing and may exceed the number of adult bees. Adult bees will 

consume more stores as they become active and fly on warmer days as well as feeding and warming 

the brood.  So pay particular attention and feed if necessary or in any doubt. Be particularly alert for 

periods of warm weather (rapid consumption of stores) followed by cold weather. 

We are getting to the time where syrup might be ok again, especially towards the end of the month, 

but fondant is always ‘safe’ and an invert syrup would probably be better than a plain sugar syrup. 

Plan for the Season 

Beekeeping will get hands-on in April, so it’s a good idea to have a plan in mind for the season by 

now.  The season rarely goes to plan, but you’ll get more out of your beekeeping if you have one.  

Reflect on lessons from the previous season. Read up on and watch videos of any manipulations you 

intend to perform and check that you have, or can get, the kit you need to perform them. This 

applies especially to swarm control - assume swarming will happen, decide well in advance what you 

are going to do about it and be prepared. 

Cleaning 

Cleaning kit can of course be done any time over winter. We’ll cover tools this month. 

Hive Tool (and other small accessories): 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, queen cages etc., as well as feeders, 

can be cleaned in the same solution. 

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. Apply a 

blowtorch to these deposits for a minute or so. They will coke up into a more solid, brittle deposit 

which can be fairly readily chipped and scraped off. 
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THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  APRIL 

April and May are two of the busiest and most important months in the beekeeping year. 

Inspections start about the middle of April. 

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

full 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. (Ignore sources that suggest things like a minimum temperature of 15oC. We’d 

be waiting until July up here! Our bees are tough.)  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. Look for brood at all stages (eggs, larvae, and sealed brood). 

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

(Deformed wings etc.) 

Has the colony room to expand and are there any signs of swarm preparation 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 you wish, or just leave the 

fondant. Do not feed with a super on though. 

 

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. 

Queen (re)Marking 

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, late April or early May is the time to do it whilst the 

colony is still relatively small, making the queen easier to find. Take it 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. 

Supering-Up 

Extra space should be provided as the colony expands, although April may be a bit early unless it’s 

been a particularly good spring, as congestion is a factor in swarming. 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 if so. 

 

 



© ADBKA 2022  Page 5 

 

THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  MAY 

Swarm Management 

The main issue in May and June (and sometimes later) is swarming. Although a natural reproduction 

mechanism, swarming is in many respects not a good thing: swarms have a low survival rate in the 

wild, they are bad beekeeping PR as the public generally find them scary, they can be a nuisance to 

unwilling hosts where they settle and to beekeepers called in to remove them, and if you want a 

good summer honey crop, losing half the workforce doesn’t help.  Colonies do not have to swarm to 

survive in the long term.  So we aim to prevent and control swarming so that bees do not leave our 

apiary.  However, even skilled and experienced beekeepers will sometimes lose a swarm. 

The simplest thing we can do right now to delay or discourage swarming is to ensure the bees have 

enough space - congestion is a swarming trigger - so once there is brood on about five-six frames 

and/or and bees on eight or more frames, add a super.  

Inspections must be made on a seven day cycle.  The seven days is important; if an egg destined to 

be a queen were laid immediately after an inspection, the cell will be sealed and, weather 

permitting, the swarm may leave on day eight.  So look at the forecast and your calendar and if you 

can’t inspect on Day 7, do it earlier rather than later. 

Remember that simply destroying queen cells will not stop swarming - once bees have the swarming 

urge, they will simply keep making more. A common mistake is to destroy queen cells, thinking you 

are buying a bit of time, without realising the colony has actually already swarmed and that you’ve 

just removed the ability of the remaining bees to rear a new queen. Half the bees having left is not 

as obvious as you might expect (a clue is that the queen cells will be sealed).  If as a beginner you 

find queen cells, a top tip is to leave them alone, note whether unsealed or sealed, complete the 

inspection, and then go away and think calmly about what you are going to do next, seek advice if 

necessary, then come back a hour or two later and do it. 

Space precludes discussion of swarm control manipulations. Hopefully you will be prepared, having 

pre-selected a method and obtained the right kit. The Pagden, Nuc and various vertical split methods 

are common. 

Finally, if you can it is worth having stroll around the immediate area of your apiary each evening 

during the swarming season. Swarms usually initially cluster for a few hours up to a couple of on a 

tree or post within a few tens of metres of their hive.  You may notice unusual bee activity and find a 

swarm cluster that you can catch and rehome. 

Comb Change 

If your frames are two or three years old or more, they are probably blackened, possibly chewed and 

could be accumulating disease. Changing your combs every three years is good practice. A good way 

of doing this the ‘Bailey Comb Change’ and May is a good time to start as it takes four weeks or so to 

complete. The National Bee Unit has a fact sheet called ‘Replacing Old Brood Comb’ 

(http://www.nationalbeeunit.com/index.cfm?pageid=167) which explains how to do it. You will 

need a brood body and frames with new foundation.  Remember that to produce wax, the colony 

needs a lot of well fed, young bees, so start when the colony is strong and if there isn’t a good flow 

on (e.g. OSR) throughout, then feed thoroughly. 

 

http://www.nationalbeeunit.com/index.cfm?pageid=167
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THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  JUNE 

By and large June starts off as a continuation of practices in May. 

Swarming 

June is one of the higher risk months for swarming, so unless you have executed a swarm prevention 

or control manipulation on your hive, or the colony has swarmed, continue a seven day inspection 

cycle, as described last month and act on what you find. 

Space 

Super up as necessary. Once each super has bees on about seven or eight frames, add another super 

on top. 

Feeding 

The ‘June Gap’ 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 to remove supers if you 

have to feed. 

Disease Inspection 

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 such as Deformed Wing Virus.  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. 

 

 

THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  JULY 

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 at peak population 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/or the progress of new queens, and of course adding supers if required. 

If you executed a swarm control procedure in May or June, then hopefully the new queen arising 

from the procedure will soon be mated and in lay. If you don’t want the extra colony, you could 

(once certain the new queen is laying well) unite it with another, keeping the younger queen. The 

‘newspaper method’ of uniting is common and reliable - you will find the details in every beekeeping 

manual. 

Forward Planning 
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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, jars etc. 

The autumn varroa treatment is extremely important, as it makes a major contribution to getting 

your bees through the winter; many spring colony losses are due to poor varroa treatment the 

previous autumn. This treatment should significantly reduce the varroa/virus load on the all-

important, long-lived ‘winter’ bees that will be born from September onwards and see the colony 

through until spring.  It is essential to choose a highly effective treatment, administer it properly 

and don’t leave it too late (start end August?). Some treatments take a long time (e.g. four-six weeks 

for Apivar), 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, Apiguard). Only one 

treatment (MAQS) is licensed for use with supers on. 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.  Apivar is recommended, especially for beginners. 

 

 

THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  AUGUST 

Let’s assume it’s been a great summer and your supers are full!? 

Is the honey ripe? 

By ripe, we mean the honey has a water content of less than 20%; any higher and the honey will 

likely ferment in due course and would be illegal to sell or give away anyway. 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 falling out onto the frame tops 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.  ADBKA 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 common method is probably the Porter bee escape - 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 will clear supers in a 
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few hours. They can be temporarily pinned underneath the central hole in a crownboard but 

generally require an eke below them. 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) 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. 

Storing supers 

After extraction you have ‘wet’ supers containing residual honey. They can be stored like this, 

although I suspect this is mostly practised by large scale beekeepers.  Put the supers 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. Store the ‘dry’ 

supers stacked in a cool, dry place, with a board on top and bottom to keep pests out. 

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. 

 

 

THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  SEPTEMBER 

What you do this month has a huge effect on whether or not your bees survive the winter, so do as 

good a job as you can of winter preparations. Skimping on varroa treatment and autumn feeding is 

false economy and poor husbandry. 

The key to successfully overwintering your valuable honey bees is to start with; 

A sufficiently strong colony of healthy bees, well-provisioned in a ventilated and robust 

hive. 

If your colony is small and/or weak at the end of August, (say covering five-six frames or fewer) 

consider uniting it with a larger colony. If this isn’t an option, then overwintering in a polynuc may 

give it a better chance, or as a last resort, reduce to say eight’ish frames in the centre of the hive, 

bookended by dummy boards with insulation in the outboard spaces. Remember that uniting takes 

about a week, so start early enough so it doesn’t delay the remainder of your winter preparations. 

Varroa treatment was discussed in the July and August newsletters and will ideally be well underway 

by now. It cannot be emphasised enough that a high efficiency, licensed treatment should be chosen 

and correctly administered, observing treatment durations, required ambient temperatures etc. You 

are required by law to keep records of licensed treatments, and treatments must be removed once 

complete.  

Space precludes a detailed discussion of autumn feeding. The classic guidance is to feed a 2:1 

(sugar:water) syrup in a rapid feeder. Expect to feed 10-12 kg of sugar (but sometimes more or less) 

per hive depending on how many existing frames of stores there are.  Some beekeepers will use an 



© ADBKA 2022  Page 9 

 

invert syrup such as Ambrosia or Invertbee. This saves the effort of making syrup and may be easier 

for the bees to process, but it is much more expensive than syrup. There seems to be a growing 

trend to feed fondant (~12.5 kg per hive) in autumn instead of syrup.  

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

robbing. Feeding will take a week or so and must be completed before the end of September before 

temperatures are too low for the bees to dehydrate the syrup, thus risking fermentation and mould 

later in the winter. If you have to feed later, invert syrup or fondant may be a better bet. 

The set up for winter ventilation is a matter of debate; it’s a question of an intangible balance 

between ventilation and retaining warmth.  Most beekeepers agree that with an open mesh floor, a 

hive stand allowing airflow under the hive is required and the varroa tray is left out.  Beyond that, do 

you have an entrance block in or out and do you leave feed holes open (with mesh) or closed? I have 

good overwintering success with the block in (and mouseguard carefully positioned over it) and the 

outer feedhole blocked with the central one open and mesh-covered. But the bees sometimes 

propolise the mesh, suggesting they’d prefer it closed. And I’m sure other beekeepers have equal 

success doing the opposite! The ‘matchstick’ technique you see in some books is considered 

outdated, or at least only appropriate for solid floors.  Most beekeepers will put some form of 

insulation - expanded polystyrene, ‘Kingspan’,  soft foam ‘quilt’, bubblewrap, hessian sack - between 

the crownboard and roof too, possibly creating space with an eke. 

And finally, towards the end of the month or in early October, when feeding is complete, check the 

mechanical integrity of the hive to survive the winter. Is the stand robust? Are all the hive 

components correctly aligned with no gaps? Fit a mouseguard aligned so that bees can leave and 

enter if they wish?  Many beekeepers put a brick or stone on top of the roof, and polyhives should 

be tied down. 

 

THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  OCTOBER 

By the time you read this in early October, your winter preparations should be complete, perhaps 

with the exception of removing varroa strips if you used that form of treatment. Apart from a mid-

winter varroa treatment and adding further food in due course, there are few good reasons to open 

the hive between now and next spring. The bees will still fly on sufficiently warm days but these 

obviously become less frequent the deeper we get into winter. 

Sometime soon after you have finished feeding, you might wish to heft your hives. This means lifting 

the hive at one edge (usually the rear, tipping it forward) and sensing the weight of the hive. It takes 

a bit of practice and experience but you can roughly assess the consumption of stores throughout 

the winter by periodic hefting.  You will find that consumption usually progresses slowly and steadily 

through the winter, but accelerates rapidly once the queen is laying and the bees are more active 

from say mid February onwards; the hives noticeably lighten quite quickly. 

Please be sure to remove your varroa treatment on schedule. Leaving it in potentially allows the 

mites to become accustomed to a sub-lethal level of treatment and thus risks development of an 

evolved resistance to treatment with time.  This benefits nobody. 

You should inspect your hives every so often to check that everything is as it should be and there is 

no damage from the more unusual pests such as woodpeckers and badgers. 
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Between now and the start of the active season next year you will want to clean your kit and 

maintain your equipment. Don’t put it off!  See the earlier February and March articles in this series 

for information on cleaning kit. We’ll cover hive equipment next month. 

A bit of sunshine does the colonies a lot of good, especially in late winter/early spring. Now might be 

a good time to consider the aspect of the hives and for example trim any branches and/or remove 

any unnecessary obstacles that might be in the way. When the bees are confined to their hives for 

extended periods in the dead of winter, the hives can be freely moved within the apiary, ignoring the 

‘three feet’ rule, as the bees will reorient when they recommence flights. 

 

THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  NOVEMBER 

Apart from periodically checking the hives, there is little to do outside. It is a good time to reflect on 

the past season whilst it is reasonably fresh in the mind. Ask yourself: 

What went well? Give yourself some credit for it! 

What was ok? Be prepared to do it again next season. Some minor tweaks may bring further 

improvement. 

What didn’t go so well? Don’t beat yourself up about it but aspire to improve next time. Beekeeping 

is not straightforward and even experienced beekeepers lose colonies over winter, lose a swarm, 

occasionally damage a queen, come across things they haven’t seen before and so on. We are all 

always learning something about beekeeping. 

How to be a better beekeeper? Did you not know what to do, or maybe did know, but didn’t do it 

correctly? Was it lack of preparation? Was it down to lack of equipment? What have you learned?  

Answers to these and similar questions should guide you towards ways of improving next season; 

reading, courses, mentoring, additional or different equipment and so on. 

Think about what additional equipment you need. The traditional once or twice yearly sales by the 

major suppliers seem to be increasingly augmented by pop-up and other occasional sales. If you 

have your shopping list, you can be ready when the sales come up. Second quality hive parts and 

frames are almost always available in sales, as are feeders and other smaller accessories. You might 

want to club together with others to get an order together. 

The quiet winter months should be used for cleaning and maintenance of any hive parts not in use. 

This might involve scorching wooden hive parts, sterilising poly hives with a bleach solution and 

fumigating comb with acetic acid. The National Bee Unit produce a useful fact sheet ‘Hive Cleaning 

and Sterilisation’ which can be downloaded for free from: 

https://www.nationalbeeunit.com/index.cfm?pageid=167 

Do any necessary repairs to the woodwork at the same time, then you will be all set for next season. 

December is the time for your ‘mid-winter’ varroa treatment, which is usually some form of oxalic 

acid, i.e. ApiBioxal, Oxuvar or Oxybee. Be prepared - more next month. 

 

https://www.nationalbeeunit.com/index.cfm?pageid=167
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THIS MONTH IN THE APIARY  DECEMBER 

The important activity in December is the ‘mid-winter’ varroa treatment.  Some mites will have 

survived the autumn treatment and multiplied, and an effective second treatment will reduce them 

to very low numbers before they start multiplying again next year. The winter treatment therefore 

has a big impact on your varroa levels throughout next season. 

The queen’s lay rate decreases with ambient temperature/season and so the amount of brood is at a 

minimum in ‘mid-winter’. Most of the varroa mites are then thus ‘phoretic’ (on the bees) and not in 

cells, and therefore particularly vulnerable to treatment. Most of the chemical strip treatments 

either take too long or are ineffective at lower temperatures, so one of the oxalic acid treatments 

(ApiBioxal, OxyBee, Oxuvar) is usual, administered by either the trickle or sublimation methods. 

Trickle is easier and safer, although does involve briefly opening the hive. Sublimation requires 

special kit, has more HSE considerations, but the hive remains closed and there is research 

suggesting it is perhaps slightly the more effective and better tolerated method of the two. 

But when is the brood at its minimum and thus the optimum time to treat? The books are varied and 

vague (Haynes is silent, BBKA ‘in mid-winter’, Hooper and the NBU ‘a broodless period in November, 

December or January’) and location/temperature will obviously have some influence.  Prof. David 

‘The Apiarist’ Evans, a varroa authority writing from Fife, suggests that in Scotland the traditional 

practice of treating between Christmas and New Year is too late and recommends late November-

early December or in the first extended cold period of the winter.  Certainly don’t leave it until 

January. 

Periodically check your hives to see that everything is as it should be, especially after very poor 

weather. 

Finally, Christmas is coming so get that kit and those bee books on your Christmas list! 

 


