Apply Survival Traits of Hone
Bees for Swarm Prevention an
Increased Honey Production’

by WALT WRIGHT
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Elkton, TN 38455

Part 1 of Two Parts

Virtually everything the bees do as a colony is rooted in survival
instincts. Honey bees have been at this survival business for a very
long time. The popular literature has lost sight of this basic fact.
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colony's natural instincts, you can let them
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In the way of introduction to concepts, it
is important that you recognize that the
European honey bee is a forest creature, Its
survival format is based on forest support.
Its format is adaptable to desert and prairie
where there are no trees, but it was devel-
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Characteristic 1: The colony target date
for reproductive swarm issue is early
hardwood green-up.
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Characteristic 2: The colony that has
not committed to swarm by starting
swarm cells, prior to hardwood green-
up. randons  reproductive swarm
ambition.
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of reproductive swarming. When it is too
late for the swarm to have full benefit of
the Spring forage availability, the overwin-
tered colony turns its attention to its own
Three weeks prior to the start of
the new wax period of the "main flow" for
yvour area, the colony without swarm cells
in progress cancels reproductive swarm
ambition
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generate an over-crowding swarm  afier
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Both characteristics 1 and 2 are provid-
ed to give the eastern beckeeper a seasonal

reference for swarming. They are not used

in the application descriptions of Part 11,




point reproductive swarm cut-off timing in
their area.

Characteristic 3: The colony that is
building population to swarm strength
does not use all the honey or nectar
overhead in Drood nest expansion. It
saves a reserve at the top and sides of
the brood nest to carry them through
the swarm season.

This survival trail is sometimes not seen
in more northerly locations where the
colony consumes all overhead stores to
sustain them through the longer winter,
They may have brood 1o the hive cover
under those conditions. In the southeast,
with shorter winters and early forage
availability, the trait is guite conspicuous,
Maximum brood nest expansion stops
short of the reserve. A typical reserve in
our area is about the equivalent of a shal-
low super of honey, Increasing the brood
nest o this reserve initiates swarm prepa-
rations. They have generated all the popu-
lation that is safely possible within the
constraints of stores available for that
point in the build up.

Characteristic 4: The colony reduces
the brood nest size with stored nectar
prior to starting swarm gueen cells,

Brood nest reduction with nectar and
bee crowding are lumped in the literature
in the term “congestion™. They are two
different things and should be treated
independently. Some bee crowding is nec-
essary to generate enough bees to staff
two viable colonies after swarm separa-
tion. Brood nest reduction serves several
purposes. The most obvious is that the
parcnt calony needs fewer bees o support
the reduced nest. The open-cell nectar
reservoir created by the reduction supports
wax makers and the filling of bees leaving
with the swarm. If you understand the
mechanics of swarming, you will be able
to identify other advantages.

We see the brood nest reduction as the
first action of swarm preparation. Because
it precedes swarm cells, the literature
treats nectar congestion as the “cause™ of
swarming. We believe that both types of
congestion, bee crowding and nectar con-
gestion, are effects of the reproduction
game plan.

The bees prefer the nectar used for
brood nest reduction be at the top of the
brood nest. If located above, it can be
readily converted to winter honey stores
after swarm departure, The primary
advantage of periodic hive body reversal
is moving salid brood o the top, causing
the colony to start over with nectar con-
gestion al the lop as brood emerges.

Characteristic 5: The colony that per-
ceives overhead empty comb during the
build-up puts a priovity on filling the
empty comb, and puts a temporary hold
on swarm ambition. Brood nest expan-
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sion continues for the period required
to fill the empty comb overhead.

This trait can be seen in action when a
colony wintered in a double decp had
brood in the top box, and the bottom deep
was emply. When reversed, brood seems
to jump into the raised empty. But this
does not happen until nectar is stored there
first. In a few days, brood will displace
some of the nectar. The colony will revert
to swarm ambition when the brood vol-
ume reaches the maximum safety limit as
described in 3, above.

The colony has poor perception of
empty comb above solid capped honey.
Some will treat the top of capped honey as
the top of their residence cavity (hive).
They will ignore empty comb added
above their capped honey reserve, and
start swarm preparations in the brood nest.

In the forest, the colony stores their
winter rations on the main flow, This is the
period afler green-up in the spring. The
brood nest is reduced to a level that gener-
ales  replacement  bees.  (Sometimes
referred to as the maintenance level.) If
SUmMmer sources are minimal, some ero-
sion of wintering honey occurs, Further,
nol many trees bloom in the fall. When it
is time to prepare the winter brood nest,
more honey is moved from stores, When
the colony retrieves honey from overhead
e feed on or prepare the winter brood
nest, they open the honey in a random pat-
tern. This leaves patches of open or empty
cells scattered overhead. In  late
winter/early spring, the colony fills these
cells with nectar as they are enfolded in
the cluster perimeter. Swarm ambilion is
second priority 1o recovery of stores by
the existing colony. When the overhead
empty comb is filled, the colony perceives
itself to have recovered from stores short-
age, and swarm ambition is reactivated.

Nectar Management is an approach to
swarm prevention that applies the above
survival characteristics. A desirable side
effect of the approach is the generation of
large populations to produce more honey.
The production increase is not a few per-
cenlage points that would disappear in
annual variations. When compared to a
double deep brood chamber, where the
bees maintain swarm ambilion, the differ-
ence is significant. In the standard man-
agement approach, the brood nest is con-
tinually being reduced by nectar conges-
tion, even if reversed al two-week inter-
vals. The colony's effort to reduce the
brood nest prevenis ever having the full
capacity of brood in both boxes,

[n contrast, the neclar managed colony
continues to expand the brood nest
through the swarming season. If the bee-
keeper is comfortable with the equivalent
of three hive bodies of brood, the honey
production can exceed a 50% increase,

Part 11 will deseribe application of
the above characteristics and add some
specific “how to” information.

TABER'’S on the web...

Queens & Packages
New USDA Russian
ARS Yugoslavians
Free Brochure Call

Phone 707-449-0440
Fax 707-449-8127
P.O.Box 1672
Vacaville, CA 95696

www.honeybeegenetics.com

£ Counting Bees Has )
Never Been Easier!

5

BEESCAN

«High precision bee counter,

useful for scientife experiments
on full bee colony.

«Scientific Model—Counts leay-
ing and returning bees separately.
sStandard Model—Total counts
provide swarm detection.

e . BEE SERVICES
4 ; JAN AERTS
aerts@airmail.net

2211 Borman Ave. = Mesguite, TX 75150
Tel {972) 2T0-0683 « Fax (972) 613-1158

VITEX PLANTS AND SEEDS,
CHINESE TALLOW TREE SEEDS, WAX
BUYING AMD SELLING, SOLAR WAX
MELTERS, HOMEY CREAMER., SWARM
COME SAVER, DESIGNER PICTURE BUSI-
WESS CARDS, POSTER “THE LIFE OF THE
HONEY BEE", PLASTIC DECORATION BEE,
WICK, BEE POSTAGE STAMPS, CANDLE
MOLDS, HONEY DISPENSERS,
ELECTRONIC BEE COUNTER
CATALOG AVAILABLE

American Bee Journal



