
Successful wintering begins in the spring 
“Successful wintering begins in the spring”.  That’s an old saw that gave me a lot of 
trouble when I first started with bees.  I simply didn’t want to believe it.  It ran contrary to 
my plan to operate my bees my way.  I wasn’t ready to try things their way.  However, 
over the years I have learned, often the hard way, that the old saying is very wise.  
Unless all management, from spring on, is carried out with keeping the bees in top 
shape as a top priority, subsequent wintering will be poor.  Moreover, any bees surviving 
to the following spring will likely be poor, and require extra work and expense. 

Enough stresses come to bear on a hive of bees over a beekeeping season without the 
beekeeper making things harder by splitting too heavily, forgetting to feed, medicate or 
treat for mites when necessary, neglecting to super, situating the bees in poor locations -
- perhaps for pollination, practising bizarre manipulations on the hive, or robbing too 
much honey without making it up promptly with feeding.  As we have observed before, 
feral bees often winter more successfully than managed bees.  If that is the case -- and it 
is the case -- then it should be obvious to us that our management is principally to blame 
for many of our losses.    

Even the best beekeepers have an occasional bad winter, but usually, when the causes 
are considered objectively, the blame falls on something that happened -- or did not 
happen -- during the previous spring, summer or fall.  A hard winter can exacerbate 
existing problems, but good bees can stand a lot of cold, if only a few precautions are 
taken to ensure that they have a good environment.  The main factor in wintering is the 
quality of the bees in the fall. 

Fortunately good bee management is not very tough or complicated.  In fact, it is often 
the very things we decide not to do that make a positive difference in the condition of our 
bees.   Good management is very simple if we remember that bees are normally able to 
take care of themselves very nicely and just need a little help if we want them to make 
some extra honey for us.  All we have to do is be considerate of the bees needs, avoid 
getting greedy by splitting too heavily, robbing too much honey, or taking too many 
pollination jobs, and to watch out for problems like predators and disease.   

Rather than trying to force bees to do things, as some (mostly older) bee books suggest, 
we need to think more in terms of how we can work with the bees towards a mutually 
beneficial goal. To do that, sometimes we need to think like a bee, or try at least.   

Space Management 

Probably the principal thing we do for bees – other than disease and predator 
management -- which the bees could not do for themselves, is to manage the space they 
have available by adding and removing boxes.  This practice ensures that the volume 
they have to work with matches the colony and the season.  In particular, we must give 
every hive adequate room at all times so that the bees do not get honeybound and quit 
working and/or swarm and so that hive populations can grow large and healthy for 
winter. 

Unrestricted brood rearing is the key to having large populations of robust young bees in 
the fall so the colony will be large enough to thermoregulate well in winter, and to staying 
ahead of disease and natural attrition.  As a rule, in spring the space should be restricted 
a bit compared to later in the year.  Additional space beyond what the cluster fills on a 
warm day should be provided only as the population grows, and as average daily 
outdoor temperatures increase.   Although we must avoid giving too much room, 
especially to small colonies, until the weather is settled – usually in June -- we must 
anticipate when large areas of brood may hatch over a few days and result in a doubling 



of the hive population virtually overnight, and add space just before it is needed.   In 
summer lots of extra space is required to ensure room to ripen and store nectar, which 
can come in at rates as high as 30 pounds a day in a heavy flow.  By fall, extra boxes 
should be removed and only as much space as the bees actually occupy on an average 
day should be provided. 

Splitting 

In spring, when splitting and equalizing hives, we should make sure that the splits we 
make are large enough and well provisioned enough that they can withstand any 
unexpected weather, like June frosts or rainy spells, and continue to develop without 
setbacks.  The hive volume should be small enough that the bees are not subject to 
drafts, but spacious enough that there is room for expansion.  We should choose good 
queens from proven wintering stock.  In the early stages, feeding may be necessary and 
robbing by neighbouring hives avoided.  If we do these things, and follow good practice 
in disease and predator control, we should have few problems and the splits should build 
up and be in prime condition for winter.  They may even make some honey before then. 

Unnatural Methods 

If we decide to reverse, Demaree or shook swarm, we must be sure that we know what 
we are doing.  These are unnatural operations and can be risky, even in the hands of an 
expert, if weather does not co-operate or an expected flow does not materialize. 

Frame Manipulation 

One manipulation that can do more damage to wintering success than just about any 
other practice is the moving and interchanging of frames throughout the brood chamber 
in late summer or fall.   Many beekeepers do this in early fall, in the expectation of 
‘helping’ their bees.  They take pollen frames and put them where they think such frames 
should be for winter, and move other frames around, for various theoretical purposes, as 
well.  

I don’t know why late season comb interchange is so harmful, but my best guess is that 
we just don’t appreciate some of the subtle things about the way that bees prepare and 
fill their combs.  These subtle things become very important in winter when the bees are 
unable to work wax, or do much more than cluster for warmth.  Imagine what a city 
would experience if everyone woke up and discovered that a downtown city block, 
complete with office towers, had been exchanged overnight for a block from the suburbs, 
perhaps one with a school.  No matter how neatly it was done, the city would suffer 
serious disruption and not function well for some time afterwards. 

Oddly enough, moving combs around judiciously at splitting time in spring does not 
seem to hinder the bees, and often seems to stimulate them.    

Comb Honey Production  

Comb honey production during summer can boost income and give us a lovely product 
to market, but comb production can also have negative impact on wintering, due to the 
pressure that the crowding necessary for comb building and completion places on the 
brood nest.  Hives that have been used for comb production may need extra feeding, 
additional space provided as soon as possible after the end of comb production, and/or 
to be treated as a weak colony for wintering purposes.  Although such colonies may 
appear to have a good population, the bees may be old and not suited to wintering. 

Questionable Honey Sources 



Most honey is good for bees, but some plants give honey that is toxic to bees, or simply 
unsuitable for wintering.  Usually dark honies should be regarded with suspicion due to 
potential high solid content, and honies that granulate rock hard should be avoided if a 
cold winter is expected; bees have problems liquefying hard honey and often starve in 
the midst of plenty.  It is wise to extract as much as practicable of these honies as early 
as possible, and immediately feed either a good wintering honey or syrup made from 
pure white sugar. 

Robbing Too Close 

It is not unreasonable to take a honey or pollen crop from bees that we manage, but we 
must always remember that we can safely take only what is surplus to the bees’ 
requirements, and that a first portion must be left to the bees.  In some years, and in 
some hives, there may be no surplus at all and we may need to feed the bees to keep 
them alive and well.  It is only when we do a good job and through luck and/or good 
management create a surplus that we can safely take some honey or pollen for 
ourselves.  The better we manage the bees, the more we may expect to get.   

Even when we have a good honey crop, we must be careful when removing the honey. 
When the supers are removed from hives, leaving only several boxes of brood, it is 
entirely possible to unthinkingly take away almost all the hive’s feed, since there may be 
very little honey in the brood boxes.  If the flow is over or if bad weather comes along 
right afterwards, it is very possible for the hive to starve.  Often such starvation will be 
only partial, resulting in brood being torn out and adult bees losing irreplaceable protein 
and fat from their body stores. A beekeeper causing this loss will often not recognize it, 
since the bees are still there and the hive is alive when he gets around to looking at it 
again.  However the bees are damaged and a hive that has been through this stress will 
likely die or dwindle the following winter. 

Supplementary Feeding and Summer Locations 

Making sure that the bees have ample feed at all times and never starve – anytime 
during the year -- is probably the most basic way to ensure that bees will thrive and be 
ready to winter.  Even one day without adequate pollen, honey or water can result in 
serious, long-lasting damage to a hive.  That damage may not be obvious to an 
inexperienced hive, but brood will be lost and/or adult bees may sacrifice irreplaceable 
body protein and fat.   

Fortunately, if we have chosen good locations, the bees will usually take care of 
themselves and all we have to do is be aware that if there is a dearth of bloom or we 
have recently taken honey away, that the bees may need supplementary feed.  Simply 
hefting the hive will show how well they are provisioned.  If in doubt, feed.  If the bees 
don’t take the feed, then they likely do not need it.  When checking brood, a good 
beekeeper looks for pollen and nectar around the brood area and at least an extra frame 
of feed nearby.  If either nectar or pollen is not found in ample quantities, remedial action 
is warranted.  Feeding sugar or pollen supplement should be initiated or the hive moved 
to a location where the bees can find more and better food for themselves. 

Poor nutrition can also be the result of poisoning, disease or over-splitting and can add 
to the adverse effects of these problems.  These conditions must be anticipated and 
avoided, but if they occur, the hive must be nursed through, no matter what the time of 
year and if they show shortage of feed near the brood, fed -- even if there are flowering 
crops nearby.  



Old timers say and say rightly that there is no medicine for bees like a good honey flow.  
If bees are in a good spot and all the hazards of spring and summer have been avoided, 
the hives should be in prime shape for winter. 

Fall Feeding 

At the end of the honey season, good beekeepers check their hives for weight and feed 
immediately if necessary.  Either frames of feed or liquid sugar can make up for lack of 
stores.  If most significant flows are over, and hives are light, it is wise to feed them as 
early as possible, since well-fed hives are much less likely to wear themselves out 
looking around for food and will settle down and winter better.  Whether and when to 
plug them is a question that is best answered locally, but hungry hives will go downhill 
fast, so feed them up to at least a moderate weight as early as possible.  Follow that with 
a final feeding a few weeks before winter weather is expected, if necessary. 

Winter Preparation  

If all hives have been well tended over the spring and summer, and are strong, healthy, 
and well fed, then actual winter preparations are minimal and survival should be good if 
any method suitable for the region is followed carefully.   Winter preparation at this point 
is the easy part.   Feeding and wrapping or moving inside or to winter yards is all that 
needs doing.   However, any hives that are weak will require either combining or special 
treatment.   

Combining hives that are a bit small, but otherwise good, is a sure way to have uniform 
hives throughout the operation and get high winter survival.  A 50% loss is taken on 
those combined hives right at the start, but the resulting strong hive should give splits the 
following spring, and we might well have two dead, or very poor, hives if we don’t 
combine them.   Combining, compared to special treatment, has the advantage that we 
are left with only one type of hive to manage -- strong, healthy hives -- and that we have 
little to do in fall except feed and wait for the onset of winter to wrap or move them 
inside.    

Combining is accomplished simply by stacking the occupied brood chambers 
of one hive onto the occupied brood chambers of the other.  If there is no 
honey flow happening, feed both hives to reduce aggression.  Unoccupied 
brood chambers can go into storage.   

Where fighting is anticipated, a sheet of newspaper placed between the hives, 
with slits cut in it, is often recommended, however we never do that.  We 
combine on nice days when the bees are happy and intermingle without fuss. 

 

Wrapping, if practiced, and final feeding should be completed well before the first day of 
winter.  Wrapping in October or early November is ideal in most northern regions, but we 
often have left the last of the wrapping until the first week of December with no apparent 
ill effects.   It becomes difficult to get hives to take feed after the middle of October, and 
they may not be able to dry it out and store it properly later, so we try to finish feeding by 
then.   For indoor wintering, hives are normally moved inside after the warm fall weather 
is over, and just before the weather gets cold. 


