
CLEVELAND COUNTY BEEKEEPERS 

Planning for Wintering our Colonies 
In rural areas the plant yellow crown beard, also known as wingstem is beginning to 
bloom.  I feel that this nectar and pollen source is the first major source in the fall and 
our bees can actually make some surplus honey from it.  I purposely made some one 
year and found that it is very much prone to granulate.  Yellow crown beard is very   
common in open areas and also along roadsides and power lines.  Its bloom period is 
quite long and if the plants have been earlier mowed, blooming is usually delayed for 
several weeks.   

If you don’t have sufficient fall sources I recommend feeding sugar syrup if hives lack 
stores and also a pollen substitute if bees are not able to bring in pollen or there is very 
little stored.  It is imperative to have a sufficient number of “fat” bees to overwinter and 
adequate nutrition at this time is a must.   

In this letter I am summarizing some of the points Randy Oliver of Scientific            
Beekeeping has made in the last three months of The American Bee Journal on the 
topic of overwintering.  First each area is different and from your experience your     
management can be tailored to our area and also perhaps modified based on the genetic 
stock you keep.  For me I have mostly survivor stock, a mix of genetics very likely mostly 
Italian.  I feel that going into the winter in mid-November when wild aster is winding 
down, that 6 deep frames of bees or equivalent is sufficient.  Randy points out that 
many times colonies can be too strong and actually many of these do not survive.     
Running out of food is a factor as well as some other problems.  A constant check on 
hive weight is wise actually beginning now.  However be aware that colonies can become 
honey bound or plugged (if we have a strong fall flow) and the queen not have a place to 
lay the eggs that will develop into the overwintering force. 

A winter cluster at let’s say 40 degrees F is composed of an insulating shell with bees 
headed in and heat from their vibrating wing muscle activity radiating into the cluster.  
Inside this shell is the core and if there is no brood production the core temperature is 
65 to 85 degrees.  Additional bees in the core also flex some of their wing muscles to 
generate heat.  Once brood production resumes (from what I have observed) in late  
December or early January) the center brood area’s temperature is 90 to 95 degrees.     
In most years brood production is very low or ceases in late November.  Of course a lot 
depends on our weather.  Once brood starts food consumption really begins to          
accelerate.  Also a lot of water vapor is generated by the bees as they flex their wing  
muscles to generate heat.  To reduce the amount of water vapor condensing on the   
inner cover it is advised to have a small space so vapor can escape.  A standard inner 
cover has the center hole and an opening in the rim for this purpose.  This vent is open 
if the top cover is not pushed against it.    
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To avoid the flow of cold air through the occupied portions of the frames you can put the vent on the same side of the 
hive as the lower entrance.  Randy points out also that the cluster generates water vapor from its sides and when this  
vapor condenses that heat is released.  This is the opposite of evaporative cooling and is the same principle for the frost 
protection of crops by irrigation. 

Hive design and management are important also.  A hive body does not serve as good as an insulator as does a hollow 
tree.  So I feel that a wind break of some sort is important.  An apiary location with a tree line on the north and west for 
me is very desirable.  At times however we don’t get to place our hives in the perfect locations so propping up some sort 
of barrier can have the same effect.  Entrance reducers very likely help in most years by easing the burden on the bees to 
maintain cluster temperatures.  Randy mentions an upper entrance as being advisable in areas with lots of snow.  For us I 
can’t recall ever having the main entrances blocked by snow more than just a few days.     

Last winter I lost quite a few colonies.  This year based on what I observed with these losses and what I researched from 
articles like those in the American Bee Journal I plan to do the following: 

 Beginning now I am checking for light hives indicating the need to feed syrup.  I will begin feeding a 1 to 1 mix 
to stimulate the production of the overwintering force.  In some colonies without much brood I may also feed a 
sugar rich pollen substitute paddy.  Later if some colonies are still light I will feed the 2 to 1 mixture. 

 If the fall flow is strong I will make sure there are empty cells next to the brood area to allow the queen to lay 
adequately.   

 Based on sugar shakes I plan to treat as per the varroa counts for each colony.  Sampling each colony was not 
fun but I made a vow to myself to do this.  Most were less than threshold so I am having  to do a lot of follow-up 
sampling to identify colonies that have mite populations increasing.  

 I have 2 apiary locations with no nearby water source.  I plan to provide some closer water. 
 When winter temperatures arrive I plan to use entrance reducers.  If it appears we will have a prolonged and very 

cold winter I may even use some top insulation placed in an empty hive body and over the inner cover.  If I do 
this I will make a small vent by placing  something like a small nail between the top hive body and the inner 
cover.  Randy points out that much of the heat loss is out the top, directly over the cluster. 

 At the first of the year I plan to use a sugar rich pollen substitute.  Randy felt this was as good or  better than 
syrup.   Many years we have pollen available from red maple, purple dead nettle and other winter bloomers.  
However many times these sources are held back by low temperatures and of course bees are not able to forage 
either.   By using a pollen substitute just maybe the brood production can proceed at a more steady rate.   

One last thought…every year I seem to nurse some weak colonies from late swarms or from some splits that have        
obviously inferior queens, only to lose them during the summer.  Next year I think I will take these weak colonies and   
re-queen them with purchased queens.  Why waste the time and effort when for the price of a queen I can get a colony 
more likely to overwinter and be productive the following year? 

To sign up to volunteer at the fair you can call Annie at 704 482 4365 or use the online calendar she has sent out.  Also 
if you can fill in when needed please let Annie know that also. 

We can be very proud of our Beekeeper’s Cabin and honestly it is on par with some of the beekeeper’s exhibits at the 
regional and state fairs.  Many volunteers have already been working to tidy things up and despite the drought things do 
not look so bad around the cabin. 

Steve Gibson to fulfill a vow to himself is sampling all of the colonies he manages.  So far, after the late August sampling 
approximately 20% are at the state threshold of 5% phoretic mites on adult bees.  Very likely more colonies will be at 
threshold as the bee population declines.   Remember that most mites are on the bottom of the abdomen sucking on the 
hemolymph.  Some can be seen on the backs of the bees but our specialists feel that if you see them there then you are at 
threshold.  One other point is that the Deformed Wing Virus that the mites transmit to bees is now mostly a strain that 
does not cause the obvious symptoms. 
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On the left is a forager working yellow crown beard.  This plant grows up to head high and has bright yellow flowers over 
a fairly long bloom period.  It along with some goldenrod species and beginning in  late October,  wild aster are the   
major nectar and pollen sources in the fall.  On the right is a loose winter cluster.  Clusters of this size usually have 
enough bees with stored fat to overwinter in our area.  Beekeepers in more northern areas or in areas with prolonged dry 
periods may need greater populations and also may need to feed more than we do.  Italians typically have larger         
overwintering clusters than Carniolans or Russians.   

 

 

 

 

 
 

On the left is an example of a simple makeshift water source for bees.  During cold weather bees still need water and it is 
much less stressful for them to travel only a few feet to a source maybe even warmed by the sun as opposed to a source 
thousands of feet or more away.  On the right is wild aster and notice the size of the pollen load on the forager.  Nectar is 
also collected and during the fall a unique, buttery aroma can be detected as bees ripen the nectar into honey.  The aster 
honey crystalizes very easy and will do so in the cells, all the more reason to have a water source nearby so bees can dilute 
and liquefy.      

 

 

 

 

 

Sick Board 
Do you know if any of our beekeepers are ill, have been hospitalized, or just need our help or prayers? 
If so, please let Annie know and she will send out the information to the Association.  704-482-4365 or annie_thompson@ncsu.edu  

 

Help Desperately Needed for Cabin! 

All, please see cabin calendar and let us know if you can work any time during the fair.   
There are a lot of empty time slots.  Thanks to those who have already signed up!  
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 August 2016 Meeting - Cabin at the Fair 
 

Please join us for our monthly meeting on September 26, 2016 @ 6:00 PM 
 

September Meeting Announcement , Let’s Taste Honey!   

 

 
Our September Meeting will be Monday Night, September 26th at 6:30 pm in the auditorium of 
the county  office building (130 South Post Road, Shelby.)  The topic will be apitherapy.  Also 
we have some very important business to discuss such as  final details for the fair which begins 
Thursday, September 29th,   topics for next year’s programs and final details for our family, guest 
meeting in October. Remember the date has been rescheduled for the 24th, a week prior to the 
last Monday.   Please attend this very important meeting.  Our treasurer will be attending so you 
can “reenlist.” As usual we will have our honey tasting for our members and a preview for     
family/guest night.  Please bring honey, especially some that you feel is unique.  Also if you have 
traveled and purchased some unique honeys please bring these.  We  will have some small 
squeeze type containers for you to use. 
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