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Hives preparing for winter will downsize their population 
into winter clusters that will, to quote Dr. Jim Tew, “jog 
in place” for the next four months. Such action generates 
moisture inside the hive, so beekeepers need to ventilate 
moisture from the hive during winter. 

Beekeepers, consider these actions before the � rst week 
of November, even though in some years it is still warm then.

1. Does each hive have about 60 pounds of honey (six deep 
frames fully capped on both sides, or six or seven fully-
capped “medium” frames)? If not, consider providing heavy 
syrup in these months prior to cooler temperatures. 

2. Once winter begins in late November-December, switch to 
fondant or sugar “cakes,” neither of which add moisture to 
the hive interior. Moisture is a winter enemy inside hives. 
Recipe for sugar “cakes”: 1 cup water to 10 pounds white 
granulated sugar; shape into pie pans or disks in wax paper. 

3. Are mouse-guards protecting the hive entrance?
4. Are hives slightly inclined so moisture inside the hive 

drains out? 
5. Does each hive have ventilation, such as an unimpeded 

entrance at the top of the hive or a “quilt” box? 
6. Do you need a bear-proof fence to protect your apiary? 

You will be more successful protecting your hives if you 
establish the fence prior to a bear � nding your apiary.  

Getting hives ready for winter
7. Are hives placed out of harm’s way to prevent damage 

from skunks, opossums, and raccoons? Scratch marks on a 
hive entrance are a clear sign that hives need to be higher. 

8. Does each hive have approximately 40,000 honey bees? 
Too few bees in winter, and you may have “a hotel with 
too few sta� .” If a hive has less than that number, you 
may want to combine a less populated hive with another, 
provided neither is su� ering from a disease. 

9. Have you treated each hive for Varroa mites prior to 
November? Oxalic acid can be used to treat broodless 
hives in late November or December, but it is a “clean-up” 
treatment. Make sure to look at the sticky board and see if 
the mite-drop is excessive a� er the oxalic acid treatment. 
You want the bees as clean as possible of Varroa mites 
prior to the spring honey season.  

10. In general, if hives are strong (40,000-plus bees in 
November), they can handle winter weather common to 
Kentucky without too many adjustments to hives such 
as closing o�  screened bottom boards. However, many 
beekeepers consider bee “wraps,” or at least stacking hay 
bales around hives to block winter winds. 

Kentucky beekeepers may someday take a tip from 
Canadian beekeepers, who overwinter their hives in indoor 
facilities. Indoor overwintering provides hives an even 
temperature, an environment of complete darkness so that 
the hives go broodless, and an opportune time to treat for 
mites prior to the spring nectar � ow. 

Until that time arrives, beekeepers should make sure 
their hives are healthy going into winter. Combine small 
hives in the fall, and make splits in the spring. 

Dorothey Morgan (left and center), president of Kentucky Queen 
Bee Breeders Association, Inc. (KQBBAI), feeds “mite-biter” hives 
at Kentucky State University. She molds fondant in industrial baking 
sheets and puts pollen supplement on top of the fondant. Then she 
cuts the fondant into slabs that are put into the top of the hives.  

Tammy Potter reports: 
“We fed bees on 
Sept. 18. I met with 
these KQBBAI  board 
members Sept. 25, and 
every bit of fondant 
had been consumed 
by the bees.” Morgan 
(left) was joined 
by board members 
Claude Nutt (center),
Larry Young (right),
and Potter in the 
feeding operation.


