SWARM PREPERATION

Walt Wright

"The fact that you will find none of this information in your favorite
reference book does not make it any less true.”

In this edition of survival char-
acteristics, the operational changes
of the colony during the swarm sea-
son are described. There are discrete
steps in the swarm preparation pro-
cess, Satisfaction of each step
prompts a change in operations to
reach the next step in the process.
The progression through the steps
in order protects survival of the par-
ent colony. You will see how this
worlks as we wade through the de-
scription.

The fact that you will find none
of this information in your favorite
reference book does not make it any
less true. If vou look for the effects
in your hive, you can confirm that
the concepts are valid. Of course, it
is easier to just reject the concepts
because they are new to you.

Species survival by generation
of the reproductive swarm is the ba-
sic objective of every over-wintered
colony. The whole build-up period
is dedicated to increasing the popu-
lation to support division by the re-
productive swarm. Division needs
to occur in time for the offspring
swarm to have a chance at getting
itself established that season. The
target issue period is about hard-
wood green-up or leaf-out. There is
substantial forage availability after
that point in the season. Most trees
bloom in the period of leaf-out, and
the smorgasbord of forage sources
helps the fledgling swarm to estab-
lish itself in its new location.

If you think about the build-up
being dedicated to reproduction, you
will know that it is true. Re-supply
of the existing colony could easily
be accomplished with half the build
up population. That is exactly what
happens in the swarmed parent
colony. They have no problem re-
supplying Winter rations with half
the work force; even less in the case
of after swarms.

The first activity of the colony
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in quest of reproduction is brood
nest expansion. In the early expan-
sion period, the emphasis is on
honey consumption to free up cells
for more brood. Early foraging is pri-
marily for brood-pollen and water.
Water is preferred to thin honey for
feed consistency. If water is not
readily available they can use nec-
tar. Those forage sources that they
work for brood-pollen generally have
ample nectar also. In my area,
American elm and maple both have
good nectar that the bees will gather
if they have empty cells in the clus-
ter. The well-provisioned colony has
no need for the nectar from these
sources under normal circum-
stances,

The starting of drone rearing
about mid build up was mentioned
as an operational change on the
summary of year-long changes.
However, drone rearing does not
seem to be a prerequisite for
completion of the swarm prepara-
tion regquirements.

FIRST OPERATIONAL
CHANGE - REDUCE BROOD
VOLUME

The colony does not use all the
over-Wintered, capped honey for
brood nest expansion if they have a
choice. In northern latitudes where
bee literature originates, and they
leave marginal stores for wintering,
this survival trait is less conspicu-
ous. In the Southeast, it is obwvi-
ous. The colony saves a reserve to
offset extended periods of non-fly-
ing weather or a forage dearth. They
feed on incoming nectar and main-
tain the reserve through the swarm
preparation season. In my area, the
reserve is eguivalent to somewhat
less than a shallow super of capped
honey. However, if the top box is a
shallow of honey, the reserve will
be more. The colony generally will
open no honey in the shallow at the
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top, and have the additional honey
in the outside frames of the brood
chamber|s).

The colony decision to stop
brood nest expansion at the reserve
limit initiates a change in opera-
tions. They have generated the
maximum population possible for
stores awvailable. They can now
safely move into swarm prepara-
tions. The first action of swarm
preparation is the reduction of brood
nest size. They must reduce the
brood nest size to a level that can
be managed by half the population
after swarm departure. They start
at the top of the brood nest, filling
brood cells with nectar as brood
emerges. With brood of all ages in
the expansion dome at the top, the
brood nest reduction may take three
weeks or more.

Though the population contin-
ues to increase, the population/
stores balance is roughly main-
tained by adding nectar all the way.
They are also maintaining the
capped honey reserve through the
brood nest reduction period.

You were told up front that the
steps to swarm commit protected
survival of the parent colony. The
brood nest reduction, by accumula-
tion of additional stores, is a major
part of that picture. Protection of
the capped honey reserve until
woodland nectar approaches peak is
also significant.

There is considerable variation
between colonies in their judgment
of how much brood nest reduction
is enough. It will usually fall be-
tween a third and a half of the maxi-
mum brood nest size, A little 5%
grade arithmetic might help make
the point. A colony with ample over-
head space will generally have a
cluster that is 50% greater than the
brood wvolume. Although not nor-
mally seen in a colony restricted to
a double deep, it is easily seen
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