
FALL MANAGEMENT OF HONEYBEE COLONIES 
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 1.  Start early—July 

 2.  Brood Assessment—Queenright 

 3.  Food Distribution—Pollen/Nectar 

 4.  Pest/Disease management 

 5.  Comb Availability—Brood/Food 

 6.  Equipment Collateral 

 7.  Nucleus Build/Dispersal 

 8.  Food source assessment—Future 

 

1.  Start in July—Many colonies of honeybees have a good chance to store sufficient nectar and 

pollen by the end of the regional spring flow.  In the middle Tennessee area, a large portion of the 

forage is weakening or gone by the end of June or early July.  Unless the beekeeper has other 

resources set out for his colonies, or moves them to new grounds, many colonies stop foraging due 

to the lack of floral sources. 

This is generally known as the ‘dearth’ and means that if a colony has an immediate need for food, 

i.e., raising brood or just staying alive, the supply must be kept coming, or they may perish.   

This should be monitored leading up to this time, and feeding of both sugar syrup and pollen 

substitute or supplement should be considered for under-stored colonies. 

If it is known that pollen is in short supply in the forage area, dry pollen/substitute/supplement 

may be fed in bulk at an outside feeding station.   By merely laying a bucket or barrel on its side in 

an open, rain protected area, an amount of pollen can be laid out for the bees for a while, perhaps 

until new fall forage is available. 

 

2.  Brood Assessment—As the spring progressed, the queen and her brood should have been the 

main concern for the colony, because no colony lasts long without replacement workers.  As the 

spring flow weakens, the colony’s brood area should slack off some. 

Knowing the queen is laying is a concern, especially going into fall, and this assessment will be best 

made while the forage is still available.  Looking into the brood area in June/July is nearly 

imperative, as the drop in forage may cause the queen to stall her egg laying, thereby stalling the 

brood rearing.  



If the queen is found to be failing, or even missing, preparations should be made to supply a new 

queen.  The colony could make their own, and may have started a cell, but knowing this can be an 

emergency queen cell, the beekeeper should be aware, and monitor the activities once the new 

queen emerges to be sure her services are adequate for continued colony success. 

 

3.  Food Distribution—If an apiary has multiple colonies, the strength of each colony is likely to 

be singular, as not all colonies are the same. 

A colony with a good queen and a large number of foragers can produce a large surplus, in most 

years.  In lean times, some colonies shut down early, to conserve energy.  Knowing this can help 

the beekeeper decide whether to move some surplus to less fortunate colonies to prevent 

starvation.  Pollen and nectar/honey are the mainstay of all colonies, so the beekeeper should be 

very cautious and careful in moving stores between colonies.  Always be certain that stores are 

taken only from healthy colonies. 

 

4.  Pests and Disease Management—As the brood grows, so do the brood pests, and with some 

colonies, diseases may be present also.  While some colonies of honeybees may be able to sustain 

some losses and appear to be in good condition, the loss of brood from a summer ‘dearth’ is going 

to leave an obvious weak spot in the resistance of the colony to pressure from such problems as a 

large population of Varroa mites, hive beetles, or a disease such as European Foulbrood.  These 

can be devastating to a colony when going into the fall, especially while trying to start up brood 

rearing again for winter bees. 

European Foulbrood can be controlled by application of medication, as well as a brood break and 

change of brood comb.  A simple diagnostic test kit is available through some beekeeping catalogs 

(Dadant, Kelley’s, Mann Lake), and should be used if a foulbrood outbreak is suspected.  Most 

experienced beekeepers have seen and can diagnose European Foulbrood, but a test, and a 

subsequent visit from a local or state bee inspector, is a good idea. 

Treatment can also be obtained through those same catalog companies. 

A simple test can be made for Varroa presence, but the severity of infestation must be determined 

by a sugar shake, alcohol shake, or either roll.  Another test, called the 24-hour natural drop, can be 

done by simply placing a white cardboard or plastic board under the brood nest of the colony to be 

sampled. 

The sample board, usually with a coating of oil or sticky adhesive, is placed under the screened 

bottom board, or another isolative devise that keeps bees from walking on the sample board, yet 

allows mites to fall through to the test sheet.  Placing the sample sheet one day, or 24-hour period, 

then counting the mites adhering, will give at least a benchmark for testing again after whatever 

treatment/action is used to reduce mite numbers. 



This and other tests can only give an estimating preview, and they all must be recognized as such.  

Any mites found by these tests are known as ‘phoretic’ mites, those mites which are found outside 

of the brood cells, moving between cells, often attached to young bees in the brood nest. 

This action, the mites being exposed, is the mainstay of most treatments used for control.  One 

very effective, non-toxic way of disposing of the mites, shaking them off the bees, is an application 

of 10X powdered sugar to the masses.  Although the task sounds enormous, the application is very 

simple. 

After removal (temporarily) of any honey supers, a dusting of ½ > 1 cup of 10X powdered sugar is 

applied over the entire open top area.  A hand sifter, or a sieve with handle, or a jar with a screen 

fitted to the top makes the sugar dusting simple.  After the dusting, brush the piled up sugar down 

through the openings between the frames.  The sugar will temporarily coat the bees, who will then 

begin to preen and clean to remove the sugar.  As the cleaning progresses, mites are removed and 

with sugar coating most surfaces, the mites’ ability to grasp a foothold is hampered, and the mites 

fall through to the bottom board and beyond. 

The above method is effective, but since only the mites outside the cells are affected, the process 

must be repeated at intervals, usually 5-7 days for at least 6 treatments to be effective. 

Other treatments can be found in catalogs, such as: 

 Drone comb which lures Varroa mites to their favored cell size—drone cell.  The drone 

brood becomes infected, and the brood is sacrificed by freezing or uncapping. 

 Small cell beeswax foundation—Varroa will pass up founding their brood in a small cell, as 

the smaller cell shortens the pupation time for the developing bee.  Small cells must be 

changed after 2-3 years due to the reduction of size the mature bees emerging from small 

cells. 

 Apivar—Sub-lethal chemical miticide that paralyzes mites, causing them to fall from the 

colony 

  Apistan strips—Chemical miticide that kills mites in colonies by contact.  Some beekeepers 

have found considerable resistance to this chemical, as mites become resistant, the bees 

show some sensitivity, and may be more susceptible to the mite infestation, and to 

subsequent diseases vectored by the mites. 

  Apiguard—Thymol-based hive fumigant miticide, treats for Varroa and tracheal mites.  

Used when daytime temps are between 60ºF < 105ºF.  Applied in 2 doses, 14 days apart, 

hive bottom board must be closed. 

 Hop Guard II—Natural food-grade miticide strips, inserted between frames, 2 strips/10 

frames, 14 days.  No residue in honey; may be used throughout the year 

 Mite-Away Quick Strips—7 day treatment time; day-time temps between 50ºF < 92ºF.  

Strips are laid across top bars in brood area.  May be applied during honey flow.  

Organic/certified.  Must use protective gear for application/removal. 

 Oxalic Acid Vapor—Oxalic Acid crystals are vaporized by battery powered heater.  Requires 

12-volt battery, respirator, and safety glasses.  Must remove supers. 



 Checkmite Strips—Controls Varroa and Small Hive Beetles; 1 strip for every 5 frames of 

bees.  Leave in hive 42-45 days.  Must remove extracting supers 

 Mite-A-Thol—Controls tracheal mites; 14-28 days treatment.  Temps between 60ºF < 95ºF, 

recommended in spring. 

A Word of Caution:  Only sugar shake, HopGuard II, and Mite-Away Quick Strips can be used when 

honey supers are on; supers must be set aside while sugar dusting, then reinstalled. 

 GardStar—Ground drench to control small hive beetle larvae when they emerge from hives 

to pupate in ground 

 Fumagillin-B—Used for treatment of Nosema Apis and Nosema Ceranae in Spring and Fall.  

Fed in sugar syrup mix:  1 gallon/Spring, 2 gallons/Fall 

 Note:  Hives which are in good shape, strong (ratio of bee population high in relation to 

comb area), and have good forage and stores, generally have no problems policing the hive, 

and will keep hive beetles and wax moths at bay. 

 

5.  Comb Availability—While the spring/summer is still providing the necessary ingredients for a 

good brood production, there may be an obstacle to the actual brood rearing.  

When the queen has plenty of cells to lay in, she will continue to lay, if she is young and properly 

mated.  The house bees can dry and store large amounts of nectar if they have plenty of open cells. 

But when the cells have become full of capped brood in the brood nest, and the cells in the honey 

stores are full of capped honey, the resulting congestion can lead to swarming, or supercedure, and 

perhaps a loss of brood production before the summer ‘dearth’. 

This is a problem that may be circumvented by installing more comb in the supers, or by merely 

extracting some of the capped honey in the supers. 

Placement of open comb in the brood nest will help keep the nurse bees and the queen occupied, 

and brood production at its peak.  A strong, well populated hive will keep hive beetles and wax 

moths out, and protect its stores of food from robbers. 

 

6.  Equipment Collateral—Over the summer, equipment such as supers, hive bodies, tops, and 

bottom boards are put to the test.  If a long summer can test equipment, a harsh winter can, and 

will push the best equipment to its limits. 

Tops should be checked for cracks, or leaks; hive bodies should be repaired to eliminate air leaks; 

stands should be level and stable, and bottom boards tight and sound as well. 

Apiary sites should be made as wind-and-weather proof as possible.  A wind fence can be installed 

to protect against fall and winter drafts.  The entrances of adjacent hives can be faced at angles 

different from each other, slowing or stopping the chances of drifting.  A robbing screen can be 

installed to prevent robbing between colonies in an apiary.  If colonies are raised to keep the cold 



air from settling around the lower bodies, this also keeps out marauding skunks.  If no robbing 

screen is used, a mouse guard can be used to keep out rodents. 

 

7.  Nucleus Building & Use—A good function for the proliferation of a good queen or drone 

line is the making of nucleus hives.  These are best made in the spring and summer while the nectar 

flow is still steady. 

The nucleus may be made by means of splitting a hive completely, dividing brood and food by 

simply placing half of both on separate stands.  The half without the original queen will make their 

own queen, and the original queen will continue as normal.  This is called a walk-away split, which 

although it is not necessarily a nucleus hive, it is a method of increasing hive numbers and 

producing a new, young queen. 

Another method of increase is to make a true nucleus hive, starting with several frames of brood, 

both capped and fresh, in all states of development, plus eggs, and adding two or more frames of 

honey and pollen.  Also add more nurse bees, by shaking them from a few brood frames, after 

checking that the queen is not among them.  This colony can then raise their own queen.  As an 

alternative, a commercially produced queen may be introduced instead.  This young colony should 

also be fed sugar syrup and pollen patties. 

These new, young queens can be used to replace failing or lost queens in the fall by merely joining 

the new colony on top of the failing colony, by the newspaper method, as follows: 

The newspaper is placed, 1 sheet thick, directly over the brood area of the failing hive.  All supers 

that were on the failing hive are set aside for the moment.  The young, strong queen’s colony is 

reduced to the minimum number of hive bodies, and this colony is then placed on top of the failing 

colony, over the intact newspaper.  All the removed supers are then placed on top of the new 

colony, and the entire stack is topped with an outer cover.  No exit is allowed for the upper colony, 

so a screened cover or other ventilation is provided for these bees.  Within a day or two, the 

colonies will have joined and the bees will conduct business as usual. 

Nucleus colonies, if started early enough, may be built to a full colony and overwintered if properly 

prepared. 

 

8.  Future Food Source Assessment—As an attentive beekeeper, part of our routine should be to 

take stock of what, if any, protein (pollen) and nectar (or honeydew) sources are available to your 

colonies.  If the pollen is limited, substitute/supplement pollen can be supplied in bulk.  Being sure 

not to remove (harvest) too deeply is the responsibility of the beekeeper, and knowing how much is 

being foraged is one way of gauging this. 

If feeding of sugar water is necessary, the extracting supers need to be removed, and all supers 

except those needed for winter stores should be taken off early enough for the colony to store feed 

in the hive bodies. 



 


