
A Wintering Success Story: Honeybear Apiaries 

 

Barrie and Julie Termeer own and operate Honeybear Apiaries on an acreage just north 
of Rolly View, a picturesque hamlet just south of Edmonton, Alberta.  They've 
developed their business into a first class commercial operation over the years and 
much of their success is due to consistently good wintering. 

Barrie has worked hard to build their business and at the same time contributed greatly 
to the beekeeping industry by serving as president of the Alberta Beekeepers 
Association and, later as president of the Canadian Honey Council.  Over the years 
Barrie has freely shared his experience and knowledge with other beekeepers in 
Canada and in the US. 

Over the years I've made a point of visiting him to observe first-hand his wintering 
methods because he is consistently successful and because his system is unique and 
inexpensive.  He developed their solar wrap and wintering systems over many years, 
learning as he went, so I asked him how he got to where he is today: 

I understand you grew up in a beekeeping family. Can you tell me a bit more about that 
and how long you have been in bees? 
 
My parents, Evert and Dien Termeer, came from Holland in the early 1950s. Dad had 
several hobby hives in Holland, and eventually began working for Vic Mesley, who ran 
Rideau Honey in the Ottawa area.  

Dad also bought a dairy farm, and after a few years purchased 400 colonies from Vic 
Mesley and began his commercial beekeeping, along with milking 30 Holsteins until the 
1970s. At this time he sold the cows and quota and built up the bees to about 1,200 
hives, where their count has stayed for about 30 years.   

I grew up with the bees and cows, and in hindsight know it was a wonderful way of life, 
even though as a boy I was reluctant to get up to early for milkings, and didn't always 
like bee stings either! 

Is the original family operation still in business? 

Termeer's Apiaries Ltd. is now owned and operated by Robert, my younger brother.  
As you know, another brother, Bill, runs 1,400 colonies at Sexsmith, Alberta, so together 
with my 3,400, the Termeer family operates about 6,000 bee hives.  

How long have you been at the present location, 
 



Julie and I have been here at Honeybear since 1983. This is our 20th crop.  

 How did you come to be here in Alberta.  That's a long way from Ontario?  

I was always looking for an opportunity to get into the bees, and ended up in Alberta 
because I had worked for Fred Smith and Rideau Honey (Vic Mesley) both of Hines 
Creek, as a means to pay my way through University.   

I earned a B.Sc. Agr. Entomology-Apiculture, minor – Agribusiness at the University of 
Guelph, in Ontario, graduating in 1980.  I saw that Alberta had the best opportunity 
for beekeeping and I loved the land and the people.  I worked in Edmonton for three 
years, where I did service sales providing non-foods and housewares, over 4,000 
products, to large grocery chains and convenience stores.  

While working in Edmonton, I attended Alberta Beekeepers Association conventions 
and stopped in occasionally at the Alberta Honey Producers Co-op (AHPC).  As a result 
of these visits, Bernie Rouseau at AHPC connected me with Art Meyer, the previous 
owner of Honeybear -- which was then known as Sleepy Hollow Honey Farms -- and I 
was hired on as a manager.  In the second year (1984) we became full partners, and in 
1987 Julie and I bought out Art's shares and established Honeybear. 

You and Julie have been a great team.  How long have you been married now? 
 
We were married in 1984.  Our daughter, Amanda was born in 1986 and is 16 years 
old on Sept. 28.  Dylan was born on Jan 5 , 1990, so he will soon be 13. 

I understand that Dylan developed an allergy to bee stings a while back.  You and your 
family live just across the pond from your new honey plant and your home beeyard, so 
there are bees around all summer long.  How do you deal with that? 
 
Dylan was diagnosed with honey bee venom allergy about 2 years ago. The allergy had 
developed over the previous few years, with reactions worsening each time. He is 
currently undergoing venom immunitherapy in Edmonton, and has now reached a 
tolerance for a dose equalling about 4 bee stings, a huge improvement from about a 
year ago. 

Are your kids involved with the bees? 

Dylan loves the bees, especially the business side of it, and owns 7 of his own hives.  
He is a big fan of paintballing and is looking forward to spending some of this year's 
profits on his own marker (gun) and uniform and gear.  Amanda also owns 7 hives, and 
uses the income to purchase items for her English show-jumping and dressage 
activities.  



I understand that having a successful wintering method has played a big part in your 
success.  How many hives go into winter? 
 
This year it will be about 3,250.  
 
How many of those will be indoors? 
 
About 800. 
 
Outdoors? 
 
The balance, or about 2450. 

What are the reasons for using both indoor and outdoor wintering every year?  Do you 
find that one or the other is better for nucs? 

The hives we'll winter indoors are in single brood chambers with 9 frames.  They were  
splits made this spring with 3 or 4 frames of bees and brood, and Kona queens.  They 
were run as singles this summer, with queen excluders for honey production, and will 
go into the building in November.  (Honeybear's hot room for extracting was also 
designed to be a wintering chamber in the off-season) 

Our hives are normally run with two on a pallet, facing south, in permanent sheltered 
locations, but these 2002 splits are run as 4-packs.  They are forklift-ready and used on 
temporary summer locations to get close to canola and borage crops, with little 
concern for the shelter required for a good wintering.location. 

We have found that these first-year splits winter better indoors.  The 
climate-controlled wintering room protects these smaller hives from the extreme 
winter conditons that our stronger outdoor hives must endure.  We get temperatures 
as low as minus forty for days on end, sometimes accompanied by wind, and we find 
we have more consistent success with these smaller hives indoors.  The singles from 
indoors are then made into doubles the following spring to fill up the 'holes' from losses 
in the outdoor yards. 
 
I realise that we are comparing apples to oranges, since the hives that you winter 
outdoors are more mature and better established than the indoor hives, but how would 
you compare the success of indoor to outdoor wintering?  
 
Overall, outdoor colonies winter a little better and come through stronger, but that is 
partly because they are in two brood chambers.  Nonetheless, the indoor hives all 



have young queens and build up rapidly in their second season, so they catch up to the 
outdoor hives by honeyflow time -- but they do not give as much extra brood for new 
splits as the outdoor doubles. That is why we run both systems , getting different 
advantages from each. 
 
You have developed a simple, inexpensive and unique wrap that you build yourself, and 
which works well.   What are its plusses?  Minuses?  How do you think it compares 
to other wrapping systems? 

Our wraps are called solar wraps, with insulation on the east, north and west sides, but 
only a layer of heavy black poly on the south exposure.  On sunny winter days, the sun 
heats the entire front of each hive very noticably.  We use bore holes in the fronts of 
our upper brood chambers.  The upper wrap has a matching hole that provides a top 
entrance and ventillation in winter and spring.  The single thickness of plastic wrap on 
the front makes it easy for us to nail on a landing pad at this point.   

Plusses are ease of application.  Our wraps go on two hives (in pairs side-by-side) at a 
time.   Granted, that exposes one more surface than 4 packs, but wrapping is still very 
fast.  Two men can wrap 450 hives a day.  

The side wraps are R12 fibreglas encased in 6 mil black plastic.  On top of each hive, 
under each telescoping hive lid, we use pillow of R20 fibreglas encased in 6 mil poly 
sheeting.  Using this system, we can easily remove the hive lid at any time of year 
without removing the wrap.  This system allows very easy access in early spring for 
application of pollen paddy or Apistan, etc.  Also when we unwrap in April, side wraps 
come off, but top pillow stays on a few weeks longer.  

I feel this wrap, with the solar benefits, allows for less feeding per unit.  Compared to 
non-solar systems, bees cluster more loosely in February and March, and can access 
feed throughout the hive on sunny days. On the dull cold days of December and January, 
we see no direct benefit, but large colonies clustering tightly and undisturbed can take 
lots of  low temperatures, given good shelter and a windproof wrap. 

Have you ever tried wintering singles outdoors?  
 
We did a bit of wintering singles outdoors, years ago, setting down top units from 
2-queen units.  We usually had about 35% loss and inconsistent results, but I believe 
other beekeepers doing much better with singles in 4 packs, wintered under the snow. 

 
What spring, summer and fall things do you do -- and not do -- that you think ensure 
good wintering. 



Spring management -- March 1 onwards – involves a visit while the snow is still on the 
ground to open hives, evaluate losses and condition, and to apply mite controls.  On 
that visit we give each hive a pollen paddy with fumagillan and Oxytetracycline.  We 
do not use grease paddies, now that the initial tracheal mite infestations have become 
well established.  

Our early check in March also allows us to move frames of honey to save smaller 
colonies, and they are evaluated in late April or early May to determine their viability. 
Such smaller colonies we run as singles, and they often produce excellent honey crops. 
 
Summer management at Honeybear includes using queen excluders. This protects 
brood nest, protects queens, and gives a heavier weight going into fall.  (We 
supplement this with feeding from open drums, with straw on top of the syrup to 
provide a landing surface and to prevent drowning). 

We cull in the fall a bit, as we remove the last round of honey with blowers, but the 
culls are mostly just queenless and drone layers.  We just blow them out and let the 
bees go where they may.   

Have the mites had much impact on success? 
 
Some years, yes, other years, no.  Since we discovered tracheal mites in the early 
1990s and varroa in about 1995, our hive count has increased from about 1,500  to 
3,400 today. 

This was accomplished due to good wintering and availability of off-shore queens, 
mostly Hawaiian, from Kona Queen.  

Management for mites is intensive, timely and exacting.  We fit in treatments with 
other jobs, but make sure they are never missed. We check mite levels , but don't rely 
on that to treat.  Treatment is standard across the board.  We apply with 5 formic 
pads ( 33 ml each) a year, one Apistan (soon to be Checkmite). 

What is your average and high and low success rate in recent years?  

Our average losses run about 10%, as low as 5%.  Losses ran as high as 20% when we 
had our first outbreak of tracheal mites years ago, and losses reached 17% this year.  
This year, we had unusually cold weather that lasted well into May.  In spite of our 
treatments last year, we saw symptoms of higher tracheal mite levels in hives that 
succumbed to the cold spring conditions, so we think that, together with a late spring, 
that tracheal was a contributing factor. 

When do you count the losses?  At what point do you decide a colony is counted as 



dead? 

Our loss numbers are calculated twice, first when they are opened in March (basically 
dead-outs), then again in May after reversing, to include the drone layers. 

What do you think are the most important factors determining wintering success?  

Good feed, good queens, either purchased or from supercedure, along with proper 
mite controls applied each spring  -- and fall in some cases.   

Good locations with shelter are important in winter and help a lot in the spring also.  
Top insulation is probably more important than side wraps, but both are required in our 
region  for reliable wintering, and for healthy bees in spring,. 

 


