
 September & October, 2020 
 

UPDATE FROM DON REYNOLDS, Club President: 
 
Well, we are at the end of the season and I hope everyone had a good year and your bees did well. It seemed to be an 
unusual year to me. In my area, we had a late cold snap that killed most of the Tulip Poplar bloom buds, so we had very 
little "spring" honey. There was enough to sustain the hives, but no surplus. Thankfully, the Sourwoods bloomed fully and 
we did not have thunderstorms every day knocking those small blooms to the ground. This along with the other summer 
flowers, ended up giving us a good honey harvest. 
 
I do not know about everyone else, but our hives had the worst year ever for hive beetles. I lost two hives because of these 
pests. I had two beetle traps in each hive, but that did not take care of the beetles. This coming year, I will use a lot of salt 
and diatomaceous earth around the hives as well as ordering some beneficial nematodes to apply around the hives. It was 
also a year of multiple swarms. One of our members had a dozen swarms(I believe) and I had 6. Was able to capture 
several, but lost a few. 
 
Now, it is the time of year to ready your hives for winter. I hope everyone was able to treat your hives for varroa mites 
which should certainly help them survive the winter. Here are some of the things you may want to do to help your bees 
get through the long winter.  
 
First and foremost, you need to check on each hive's honey stores. I know everyone will do things a little differently, but I 
leave a full super of honey on each of my hives. There may be some honey remaining in the spring, but that will give your 
bees a good start in early spring as well as keeping them fed during the winter.  
 
You should check each hive and if your hive super(s) feel light when you lift them, you should go ahead and start feeding 
them. Remember, the Fall flowers do not have a lot of nectar in them, so your bees are out flying around trying to find 
nectar/pollen and burning up energy. This will result in them eating a lot of honey, so again, you need to check on their 
food supply. I will feed 50% sugar water(if needed) until the temperatures start to get down to 40 degrees(F) consistently, 
I then switch over to fondant to keep the moisture level down in the hive. Too much moisture in the hive and cold weather 
will take a big toll on your bees.  
 
There are any number of honeybee fondant recipes online. Honeybee fondant is very different from the fondant used in 
baking. You can also feed "pollen patties" along with the sugar water or fondant. It also matters where in the brood box 
and honey super(s) the honey is placed.  During the winter, the bees will eat upward through the center of the stored 
honey(because it is warmer in the center of the hive). So, before it gets very cold, check to see that the heaviest stored 
honey frames are centered in the honey super(s), especially. On a warm winter day when you see bees out flying around, 
you may again want to make a quick check of honey stores and move the remaining heavier honey frames to the center of 
the super(s). Once the bees "cluster up" (40 degrees or less), they will not generally move left or right to get to any 
remaining honey, so they can starve even with honey remaining in the hive. The bees do not "hibernate"; they still eat and 
vibrate their wing muscles to generate heat for the cluster. If they have no honey stores, they will not be able to keep 
themselves warm enough so will freeze to death. 
 
I also narrow down my entrances to about one inch to help prevent robbing and help keep mice out of the hive. This also 
helps keep the cold winter wind from blowing through the hive and allows the bees to keep the hive temperature up. 
Speaking of wind, the prevailing winter wind in our area is generally out of the northwest, so if you can place some type 
of "windbreak" on the north side of your hive(s), it will also help the bees keep the hive warmer. Just do not place the 
windbreak right up against the hive as this may encourage mice to nest close to the hive and it may trap moisture next to 
the hive. 
 
If you use "screened bottom boards", placing those removeable plastic inserts in will help with hive heat retention. I will 
also manipulate the inserts "in and out" depending upon the temperature/wind for the day. I still want there to be some 
ventilation in the hive(to keep moisture down), but want to help keep the hive temperature up as well. At several points 
during the winter(on warmer days), I will lift the inner cover to check for any moisture as it will generally collect on the 
underside of the cover. If I find any moisture, I will increase the ventilation  of the hive by temporarily opening the 
entrance a little more and lifting the front of the inner cover 1/4 to 1/2 inch with a small stick or piece of wood. I only do 
this if the temperatures are going to be warm for a couple of days. 
 
On the very coldest of winter days(temperatures 20 or less), I actually place pieces of hard foam(the blue or pink 
insulation board) around the outside of my hives and hold them in place with a couple of bungee cords. When I do this, I 
make sure the entrance is never blocked, so there is still some hive ventilation and I have to be very cognizant of any 
moisture that may collect in the hive. 
I hope this information helps those of you that have not been through a winter with your hives. Again, all beekeepers do 
things differently, so if any of our more experienced members can add to this discussion, please do so. There are new 
members that need to hear your ideas as well. 
 
Regards, 
Don Reynolds 
 


