NATURAL BEEKEEPING FOR BE(E)GINNERS

(OGS 2010)

The keeping of bees is like the direction of sunbeams.

Henry David Thoreau

To make a prairie, it takes a clover and one bee.

Emily Dickinson

You never can tell with bees ...

Winnie the Pooh
WELCOME BEE-LOVED.  My intention is to share some things that most matter and most worked for me when I began my path as a natural beekeeper … so that come Monday, March 8, you will feel inspired to walk towards a bee club, get connected, “find your people”, start reading books and visiting websites, will visit a bee yard, and will either prepare to get bees next year or this year.  This workshop will provide a map for both paths.

FIND YOUR COMMUNITY AND JUMP IN

· Find and join your local bee club:  Ask around or contact the NC State Beekeepers Association (NCSBA).  They have an annual directory of all NC bee clubs (ncbeekeepers.org). And consider joining NCSBA ($15 per year).

· If you live in Buncombe County, join the Buncombe County Beekeepers Chapter (BCBC).  Info at wncbees.org:  $10 individual membership; $15 family; $5 student.  

· Find your mentors and “your people” in the club.  Talk to them, ask questions, treasure them; (when it is convenient for them) visit their bee yards; have them help you go into your hives the first time your new bees are settled into your yard.

· Listen and learn from all kinds of beekeepers, even the ones who make different choices than you do (like medicating). There is always something to learn, especially from people who have kept bees longer than you.

· Be willing to ask questions – and ask again and again.   This is a culture of frequent questions, frequently repeated questions from year to year, and successful beekeeping depends on this.

HELPFUL RESOURCES

THE FORUM / WNCBEES.ORG  

Visit wncbees.org and also dive into the Forum link on that site:  No membership necessary to access the discussions.  This is a very fruitful place to learn through other people’s past questions and to ask anything under the sun about honeybees.  If you join the club, you can also do bee business in the Forum (note, you do not have to live in Buncombe County to join the club).  This website is a gold mine of good info and one of the best around.
BOOKS AND JOURNALS (some of our favorites)

BASICS OF BEEKEEPING

Natural Beekeeping by Ross Conrad 

The Beekeeper’s Handbook by Diana Sammataro and Alphonse Avitabile The Backyard Beekeeper: An Absolute Beginner's Guide to Keeping Bees in Your Yard and Garden by Kim Flottum (great visuals / color photos)

Toward Saving the Honeybee by Gunther Hauk (Biodynamic beekeeping)
OTHER HONEYBEE-RELATED BOOKS (not technique-based but interesting) 
The Buzz about Bees: Biology of a Superorganism by Jürgen Tautz (fabulous new book (2008) with some interesting new insights into honeybees).

Sweetness and Light: The Mysterious History of the Honeybee by Hattie Ellis (great history of beekeeping and honey). 


The Queen Must Die by William Longgood

JOURNALS

American Bee Journal and Bee Culture:  The main two bee journals in the U.S.  Most beekeepers subscribe to one or both.  They have the most current buzz on honeybees / beekeeping.

BEE SCHOOL  

WNC Bee School:  Check wncbees.org in late October / November for news of the following February’s bee school registration.  Excellent resource for how to get up and running your first year (basic info, what equipment / gear / tools to order, where to get bees, where to go to find a mentor, what to do in your first year, etc).

Other clubs put on other bee schools, too.  Keep your ear to the ground.

(SOME) BEE BASICS / WHAT TO GET TO KNOW IN YOUR HIVE

· What’s right in a hive? (then you’ll know when you see something different; this is a more fruitful beginning path than leading with all the bee diseases, most of which you probably won’t see your first or even second (and hopefully more) years.

· How to set up your yard.
· Signs of something is up in your hive (symptoms, basic disease names, hard chemical names (to avoid) and soft “organic” approaches). Honeybee diseases, parasites, and problems (fungus, virus, protezoa, etc):  American Foulbrood, European Foulbrood, Chalk brood, Stone Brood, Sac Brood, Nosema, Tracheal Mite, Varroa Mite (this is the one you will hear most about).

WHAT KIND OF BEES AND WHERE TO GET THEM?

· The main races; resistant and hygienic.

· Where to get bees? (preferably buy local):  

Nucs / splits, packages of bees (my least favorite), swarms, the school of thinking of “anywhere you can”:

Nucs (over-wintered) or nucs started in the spring: 

· Carl Chesick in West Asheville.  He is my esteemed mentor and has great bees.  And if his nucs are all spoken for, he can point you in good directions to other people selling healthy (unchemically-treated) bees.  If you want to buy over-wintered nucs from him (available spring of 2011), you will need to get on his list this year. (828) 779-7047.
(Some) Other Favorite Sources:
· Jeff Ritchie in Morganton. Minnesota Hygenic Italians. (828) 438-1720; Jeffreyritchie@bellsouth.net.  Very good nucs and also sells queens.

· Jon Christie, Wild Mountain Bee Supply.  Nucs along with complete line of bee supplies, raw honey, bees, and queens.  See more info about him below in the small cell bee section. (828) 689-4095
· Ask at your Bee Club 

· Ask on the Forum

· See attached list.
Packages of bees – Where to get them and why I don’t buy them but why you might choose to.

Get on the swarm list by calling your local Cooperative Extension Office.  For Buncombe Co. Cooperative Extension Office, phone (828) 255-5522 and ask for Amanda Stone.  You’ll be called when one is available and you are next on the list.  Often beekeepers will put themselves on this list so that they can capture and keep the colony.  But sometimes bees are rescued and available for another person (like you).  Have a nuc or hive body ready and your yard ready to receive.
EQUIPMENT / SUIT / TOOLS / BASIC COSTS

· Go through the hive body / suit / tools.

· Where to get equipment? (see attached list)

· Why use new equipment?

· Basic costs to get up and running the first year (see attached)

SMOKING BREAK (Ongoing Q&A)

WHAT IS NATURAL BEEKEEPING?  Some of the key concepts for the natural beekeeping path:

· ”Organic” versus natural beekeeping.

· Bees and their health are the priority (not their honey) – establish colonies for at least one year before harvesting honey.

· Don’t medicate - chemical treatments / soft treatments / no treatments.
· What to feed bees - their honey and sugar water; corn syrup (never); why not brown sugar and other bees’ honey.

· Genetics -  where you get your bees from; where you get your queens from.
· Hive management (making splits / interrupting mite breeding, etc)
· Propolis  - honoring its hygienic presence.

· Listen to your bees every day you can (literally – ear to hive). 

· Get to know your bees well:  Observe, listen, how often to go into your hives.  Hands-on versus hands-off beekeeping. 

· Bees making their own foundation

· Biodynamic beekeeping: Gunther Hauk – spikenardfarm.org.  Maria Thun.

· Seeds:  When planting, use non-treated, non-genetically modified seeds (like you can find at OGS).

· Are you prepared for a “survivor bee path”? (ie if the bees get sick and despite everything you have done they still are not well, do you let them die? Do you explore a soft treatment?)

· YOU are part of the conversation.

· Small cell bees and sources:

· Don Kuchenmeister:  The main small cell honeybee provider / keeper in our region whose contact info is: 292 Ashley Brook Dr., Lula, GA 30554 /

(706) 677-3502 / beekeeper4u2@wmconnect.com.  He does:  Small cell nucs | queens | packages| beekeeping.  He can be hard to get a hold of, especially when the weather is warm enough for him to be out in his bees, so also consider talking to Jon Christie (next).

· Jon Christie:  Usually brings in nucs from Don K. (to sell to folks locally) and also is developing his own nucs.   If you order from him, you don’t have to drive all the way to Don’s place in Georgia. His number is (828) 689-4095. Website: www.wildmountainbees.com.
· On-line info / chat rooms:  Don recommends www.beesource.com (go to The Exchange for their forum).
STATE OF THE BEE UNION / MODERN AGRI-BIZ / OGS

· CCD

· The Almond Rush (Rowan Jacobsen:  Fruitless Fall)

· OGS and other like-minded / spirited places.

DEVELOPING HIVE PRODUCTS & ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES (JOAN CHESICK)

CONTACT INFO

Debra Roberts 
(828) 712-0880, debra.heronproductions@earthlink.net
Joan Chesick 
(828) 779-7048, greengoddessfarm@charter.net
Go forth and prepare to be(e) besotted!

Blessed bee…

WHAT IT COSTS TO GET UP AND RUNNING THE FIRST YEAR

The following is approximately what I spent the first year.  The most important things (two hives, bees, tools and suit) cost me about $750.  These are the average prices you might expect to pay from most sources (Note, this does not include the solar electric bear fence I needed to install – you could spend between $140(ish) and $225 more for this):

BASIC SET-UP

Hives

Each hive set-up will had three boxes (two for brood, one for a honey super) (standard 10-frame hive); wedge top / divided bottom bar frames (30); foundation (30 sheets); top cover; ventilated inner cover (warm weather); inner wood cover (cold weather); IPM / screened bottom board; queen excluders; robbing / transport screen; nails, paint, primer, shipping. 



$​​​250 @ hive x 2 hives =
$500

Note:

Many catalogues have “beginner’s kits” and sometimes you can get a deal on a hive, tools and suit package.  Also, you could start out with two boxes per hive, rather than three, to begin with but I found the spare box handy to have on hand for unexpected expansion.

Bees 

Nuc of bees 







 

$90 - $100


Package of bees: 3 lb package with young laying queen


$60

Swarm










Sweat equity

Protective Clothing

Full Suit









$79

Half Suit (“Inspector jacket”) (+ shipping / Brushy)  



$65

Gloves (goatskin -full gloves)






$19

Tools

Smoker ($36); Hive Tool ($7); Frame Holder ($22); Bee Brush ($4)

Incidentals:  matches / lighter, bucket to carry gear



$75

Bear fence for bee yard – Not optional if you have bears:  Wire, insulators (30), poles (10) ($40); solar “electric” 3-mile fence charger ($110) or regular non-solar unit ($25); sturdy gate (wood, nails, hinges, latch)($75)      Total of $140 or $225 (depending on electric unit)  
OPTIONAL FOR THE FIRST YEAR:
· Hive Top Feeders (for warm weather; use baggies for cold weather or any feeding)  - $12 x 2








$24

· Nucs - 5 frame deep box w/frames, foundation, top cover, inner cover, bottom board, feeder, robbing screen (+ ship) 




$100

· Bee yard (Note:  There are many variations on a theme for setting up your bee yard – most folks use a lot of what they have on hand and therefore will spend less on their yard.  This is what I used): Gravel for yard floor ($50); locust timbers to set hives on (4x4, 10’; 4 of them at $12 ea)($48) – we had these on hand but if you needed to buy them, that is a good ballpark cost; concrete blocks: 6x $2 ea 
$12
