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For my husband, Richard, who has always encouraged me to go for my dreams.
And for my father, James Jones, who thought his little girl could hang the moon.


About the Author
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Born and raised in the foothills of the South Carolina mountains, I always had a special love of nature. Childhood summers spent on Grandpa’s farm allowed me to develop an appreciation for growing my own food and living a more self-sufficient life. My small backyard homestead features chickens, miniature donkeys, and several gardens. A few years ago, I thought that adding honeybees to the mix seemed like a great idea.

Lacking any beekeeping experience or family members who were beekeepers, my journey began. Reading, researching, attending local beekeeper association meetings, and state meetings paid off. In 2012, I became the first female Master Beekeeper in the state of South Carolina, and was named Beekeeper of the Year that same year.

Over the years, participating in numerous educational events and teaching local beekeeping classes has given me the pleasure of sharing my knowledge of bees with others. My online beekeeping class has helped hundreds of beekeepers get started each year in this fascinating hobby.

When not working in the garden, or spending time with the mini donkeys, I continue to be involved with the world of the honeybee. My website www.carolinahoneybees.com teaches others how to become better beekeepers and how to put the resources of the beehive to good use.


Introduction
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Do you envision yourself enjoying a jar of fresh, raw honey from your own beehive? If so, you are not alone. Beekeeping has become very popular in recent years. News media reports on the decline of pollinators are commonplace, spurring a heightened interest in honeybees from people in all walks of life. (Who doesn’t smile when seeing a honeybee gathering pollen from flowering plants?) In wake of current concerns about bees, efforts are being made to become more “bee friendly.” Considerate homeowners seek out plants and flowers that benefit bees and other pollinators, and are becoming more mindful of pesticide use, using fewer insecticides and the least toxic formulas to minimize damage to beneficial insects.

For some of us, finding simple ways to help is not enough. We want to be more involved with the world of the honeybee. We want to become beekeepers, and we want to do it for a variety of reasons. My reason for becoming a beekeeper may be different from yours. In fact, you may have several reasons to keep bees. Do you have an interest in becoming more sustainable? What about seeking a more natural life and reducing your carbon footprint? Many of us like the idea of producing our own food. When you produce your own honey, you know exactly what is in the jar. Even a small-scale beekeeper can produce enough honey for family use. In most regions, a healthy established hive of bees will produce at least fifty to sixty pounds of excess honey in a good year, roughly the equivalent of a five-gallon bucket. Maybe you would like to produce even more honey? If you have the time and energy, adding a few more beehives could produce honey enough to sell.
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Honeybee on echinacea flower

Beekeeping today is not the same as it was in Grandpa’s day. Changing weather patterns affect bee health and productivity, and the introduction of new pesticides and diseases have made beekeeping extremely challenging. When foraging bees come into contact with pesticide spray, it results in bee deaths. A colony may only lose a small number of foragers to poison or the entire colony may die. Beekeepers living near large agricultural operations must be especially cognizant of pesticide poisoning. Alas, that is the way it goes. As our world changes, beekeeping methods must change with it.

Beekeeping is a combination of several disciplines. From biology to agriculture, bee life encompasses the world as a whole. It is not necessary to become a bee scientist if you want to raise bees. However, knowledge is power when managing beehives. This book is not designed to teach you every little detail about beekeeping. No one book could do that because the world of the honeybee is so diverse. My desire is to share tidbits and tips that I have learned over the years and that tend to be overlooked by new beekeepers.

The rewarding adventure of beekeeping is not without risks. You will have failures—we all do. Talk with other successful beekeepers and ask for advice, but think for yourself. As you grow in beekeeping experience continue to read and learn more about bees. Beekeeping is not a “one and done” activity. You must keep up with changes that affect your colonies. Forgive yourself for making mistakes with your bees—it happens to everyone. If you apply what you learn, your successes will outweigh your failures by a large measure.

The Bees and Me

Have you considered beekeeping for years? I did. While not lucky enough to have close friends with bee knowledge, I always found the idea of keeping wild bees in a box fascinating. And to be able to produce my own honey, that sounded incredible. This idea appealed to my sense of being more self-sufficient and knowing the origin of my food. (And the idea of selling excess honey to pay my beekeeping expenses sounded great, too!)
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Tall beehive

I recommend beginning your beekeeping journey at least six months before your bees arrive. It is a good idea to take a couple of classes because the management of honeybees involves a lot of opinions. We all have our own point of view and you will benefit from exploring different ideas. A good beekeeping class can also help with the basics. You will learn the basic parts of a hive, how to buy bees, and basic management techniques. My website, www.carolinahoneybees.com, has helped many new beekeepers. Also, check out local beekeeping clubs. They often offer classes in late winter. Beekeeping in today’s environment is not easy, but you can be successful if you continue to learn and work at it.

One of the best things about beekeeping is that anyone can do it. The honeybee is the only insect in the world that produces food for human consumption. And you can have a box of these wonderful insects in your backyard. If you are thinking about a beekeeping adventure, don’t wait for the perfect time. That day may never come and you will have missed the experience of a lifetime.

Having Your Own Bee Farm

A beekeeper is also called an apiarist. This term comes from the Latin word apis meaning bee. The term apiary refers to a location where beehives are kept. If you have a single beehive in your backyard, that is your apiary.

Do you dream of having a profitable bee business? Bee farming is a great goal. But first, gain some experience in hive management before attempting beekeeping as a commercial business. As you plan your own bee farm, grow slow. Starting out with a large number of beehives is a recipe for disaster. A large number of hives require a sizable monetary investment. More hives require more time (and hard work, too)! It is easy to get in over your head and end up with sickly colonies. Are you open to the idea of spending some sweaty hours in a bee suit during summer? If not, commercial beekeeping may not be right for you.

Not everyone wants a large bee business with added expenses and risks, but operating a small hobby bee business is a simpler way to let the bees pay their own way. Many beekeepers produce enough honey for their own use, then sell the rest of the honey crop. This allows the beekeeper to recover some of the costs of bees and equipment.


Chapter 1

Getting Started: Defining Your Goals
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How you approach beekeeping will in part depend on what you hope to achieve. It is best to be realistic about your beekeeping goals. Do you want to produce honey for your family and friends? A couple of hives will be enough for this purpose. For some, beekeeping becomes a family project with all members involved. At most, if you have a large family and numerous friends hoping to share in the honey harvest, four hives should be sufficient.

Would you like to start a beekeeping business and sell honey to consumers? In that case, you will need more hives. Most small honey producers have at least ten to twenty beehives. The more honey you wish to produce, the more hives you need. But remember, more hives = more expense = more work. Honey production is dependent on favorable weather and varies each year. Poor bee health and management problems may result in a poor honey crop. Yes, it is possible to have ten hives that do not produce as much honey as four healthy strong beehives. Some hives will not produce extra honey each year.

Not everyone who keeps bees is interested in honey production. Bees can also be kept for pollination of fruit trees or a vegetable garden. Crop yield is increased with beehives nearby to aid in pollination. A couple of honeybee hives will provide ample pollination for a large garden or small orchard. Hives used for pollination still require beekeeper supervision. Most unmanaged colonies die within two years from pests or other health issues.
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Bees eating honey in hive

As more of us seek ways to reconnect with nature, some folks want bees just for the experience. This beekeeper cares little about a honey harvest or increased crop yields. Understanding the beauty and organization of the honeybee colony is an amazing experience. This social organism (the bee colony) functions as 60,000 individuals and also as a single entity.

Determining your reason for becoming a beekeeper will help shape your start-up plan. If you only want enough honey for personal use, you don’t need twenty hives! A large honey extractor or thousands of investment dollars is not necessary for small-scale beekeeping.

So, how many hives should a beginner have during the first year? You can start beekeeping with one hive but we usually advise against it. If you have two hives, you are able to share resources (eggs or brood) between them. If one of your hives fails, you still have one to work with. It is very depressing for a new beekeeper to work hard all season and have nothing to show for it. Having two hives is not a lot more work to manage than one, and doubles your chance of success.


Learning from Experienced Beekeepers

Finding a group of beekeepers to connect with is very useful. This may be a local beekeeping association or even an online beekeeping group. However, careful observation of any gathering of beekeepers will reveal a simple truth. We cannot agree on much of anything. Be prepared to hear a lot of conflicting advice. The subject of how to manage honeybees creates many differences of opinion. From which style of beehive is best to whether or not you should feed your bees, you name it and we can disagree about it. This is maddening to the new beekeeper who only wants a straight answer, but don’t be too discouraged. The strong differing opinions on managing honeybees can be a blessing. It shows there are many different ways to keep bees and be successful.

Talk to beekeepers who have a track record of keeping most of their hives alive through winter. These people are doing something right. Anyone can be a beekeeping hero in the bountiful months of April and May. The true test of your skills is during times of colony stress. Summer droughts and winter cold are times when all beekeepers face difficulties. Yes, even great beekeepers lose colonies.

As you learn and listen to other beekeepers, you will want to experiment. This is a great way to learn new techniques. Your beekeeping philosophy may change over time. That is okay. Our environment is changing. Beekeeping has to evolve with the current conditions. New pests and disease problems arrive on the scene constantly. Be willing to learn and stay current on the latest beekeeping issues. A subscription to a good beekeeping magazine such as Bee Culture keeps you up to date with new challenges. Then, decide how you want to do things. And remember, even with the most well-meaning advice, your climate, type of honeybee, and management style all play an important role in what is truly best for your beekeeping philosophy.


Your Beekeeping Philosophy

As the beekeeper, you are responsible for your beehives. You decided to get bees and put them in your hive. All management decisions rest in your hands. How do you want to manage your bees? Will you use chemical treatments when needed? If so, which ones will you choose? Perhaps you think the bees should take care of themselves and live or die? The way in which you maintain your colonies is your “beekeeping philosophy.” If you want healthy productive bee colonies, some decisions must be made.

The influx of new pests and diseases have resulted in a need to use various treatments in most bee colonies. When varroa mites first became a problem in the US, those beekeepers who did not adapt to new methods lost all their colonies. Virtually all the wild colonies of honeybees were wiped out. The old way of beekeeping does not work today.

Among beekeepers, the greatest disagreements on hive management methods revolve around controlling varroa mites. Varroa mites (V. destructor) are the number one killer of honeybees worldwide. Large varroa infestations weaken colonies and spread diseases. This small, reddish, external parasite is native to Asia. Bees in the native region have evolved over many years to deal with varroa, but our species of honeybee has no defense against these mites. When varroa mites were first found in the US during the mid-1980s, colony losses were massive. Something had to be done—and quickly.

A variety of chemical treatment options have been used in the years since. Some treatments are successful while others . . . not so much. There is no perfect answer to the bee mite problem at this time. Each beekeeper must make their own decision about the best way to control varroa mites.

Beekeepers generally fall into one of three groups or treatment philosophies for varroa mites. The first group of beekeepers use any mite treatment options that are approved by the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). These methods have been tested and deemed “safe” to use in beehives. Some of the treatment options are synthetic chemicals. There is concern about the possibility of these chemicals contaminating beeswax or honey. We do find some chemical residues left behind after treatments, but how much is too much? There is also concern over the mites becoming resistant to chemical treatments. Treatments in this group include: Apistan (fluvalinate), Apivar (amitraz), and Checkmite+ (coumaphos), among others.
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