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February is the month we expect to see increasing activity inside our hives.  By now, the Elms have 

started blooming and our bees are harvesting their pollen on warmer days.  The availability of this 

pollen starts the hive toward increased activity and the spring expansion.   

 

We still have plenty of cold days and nights ahead before spring arrives.  This time of the year, bees 

can go through their remaining stores quickly. 

 

Check your hives for weight, using the beekeepers two-finger lift.  If the hive feels light, check its 

remaining stores and feed with heavy syrup, at least 2-to-1.  This time of the year, I like to get as 

much sugar in the water as it will possibly hold.   

 

Some beekeepers like to add a small portion of pollen patty.  We usually have a number of February 

days warm enough for bees to fly and collect pollen so adding a pollen substitute is not always 

needed.  However, if you do not see much pollen in your hive, try adding about a fourth of a pollen 

patty. 

 

Bees and equipment will be available to purchase from several members of our club.  We can talk 

about this at the February meeting.  See you there! 
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The new year is already in bloom.  I am seeing henbit, dandelions, wild onions and little blue 
daisies showing in lawns around town. Crimson clover is already growing in fields & roadsides, 
though it will not bloom for several more weeks. Elm trees are blooming and Chinese Magnolias 
have large blossoms soon to open.  Unfortunately, some of this will probably be frozen as our 
last freeze date is not usually until early-to-mid March. 
 

During February, days will be getting longer and warmer.  Hive inspections can be made now to determine 
colony conditions.  You should see five-to-six frames of brood in most of your hives.  In more productive 
hives, you may even see eight–to-ten frames of brood.  It is too early to consider splitting the hive unless 
you already have a mated queen to put in the split.  It is too early for drones to fly to mate with any virgin 
queen that may have hatched. 
 

You should check all hives for food stores.  It is not too early to begin feeding a purchased liquid feed or 
your own 2-to-1 sugar solution.  Small pieces of pollen patty may be placed on the top bars or inner cover.  
Allow the bees to consume most of the patty before adding a new piece.  Decisions need to be made about 
how you feed sugar syrup – inside the hive using an in-line feeder (takes the place of one or two frames) or 
the plastic bag method or outside the hive using an entrance feeder (such as the Boardman) or feeding 
with an open feeder (2-5 gallon bucket where not only your bees but also all of the neighborhood bees can 
come to feed).  If you chose the open feeding method, do not place your open feeder in an area with a lot  
of pedestrian traffic.  Also, put the open feeder in a different part of the yard and some distance away from 
your hives to keep the robbing instinct at a low level.  I do not like to feed my neighbor’s bees so I will use 
an inside feeding method.  Putting several quart jars on Boardman feeders and placing them inside the hive 
on the inner cover works well as long as you surround them with a bee-tight hive body and replace the  
outer cover. 
 

Woodenware maintenance should continue.  Repair and paint your used equipment so it will be ready for 
that first unexpected swarm.  You could dedicate a couple of your worst hive bodies to become swarm 
traps.  A good swarm trap should be tight (duct tape any holes or cracks), smell good to bees and be hung 
in a shady location.  A frame of drawn comb or even a used frame with a couple inches of comb hanging 
from the top bar will help the swarm get started.  If you don’t have enough drawn frames to fill the box, you 
may fill the rest of the hive body with frames that have no foundation. Bees will often build perfect pancakes 
of wax inside each frame.  Bees that do cooperate and draw neat frames for you, make it much easier to 
move the swarm into a new hive. 
 

Hives with only two frames of brood can be augmented with frames of capped brood from other hives.    
Remove one or two frames of capped brood from another hive, making sure the bees are still on the 
frames.  Place them in the weak hive that only has a couple frames of brood.  I always try to have a frame 
of empty drawn comb next to the queen and her two frames of brood. The bees on the frames you removed 
from the other hive will be mostly nurse bees and will not fight or leave the hive. You need the nurse bees 
to keep the brood warm so they will hatch.  Any forager bees that were on those frames will most likely 
leave the new hive and return to their original hive. 
 

During February, any plastic foundation in a hive that has not been properly drawn should be removed and 
given a new coating of liquid wax.  Melt your old wax cappings in a crock pot and apply with a small brush 
or roller to bare areas on the plastic foundation.   I have found that bees often will not attach new wax to 
bare areas of plastic foundation but would rather “pancake” any new comb from the bottom of the existing 
comb.  This just makes a mess and gives the queen a place to hide so you have a really hard time finding 
her.  Coating the bare areas with melted cappings usually encourages the bees to begin properly drawing 
out that spot. 

 
The Got Questions? 

The group will be open 6:00-6:30 before the meeting. Join us if you are a new beekeeper or have some beekeeping questions.  
If you have not joined us before, ask someone to point you to the Got Questions? Room. We will try to help you find some answers. 
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The February 2020 Program…… 
 

This month we are having a Social Program. Come ready to meet other beekeepers, new and advanced and maybe 

even find a buddy to work bees with! We are looking forward to getting to know everyone. 

 

 See you there! 

Meagan Elzner, Program Director 

 

Hello friends! 
 

Elms and dandelions are blooming as I write this note.  Bees are working on warm days to bring in 

pollen.  I recently conducted a quick hive inspection on hives I knew were a little weaker.  I was 

happy to see a beautiful queen in one (I quickly closed it up as that answered most of my          

questions!).  In another one, I saw several frames of capped brood and some open larvae before I 

quickly closed it.  The queens are already building up as the signal of incoming pollen denotes time 

to start the build-up.  I know you find this an exciting time just as I do.   
 

If you haven’t inspected your equipment and made repairs/painted, you need to get moving quickly! 

Consider if you want to put out any swarm boxes this year to trap bees.  There are many ways to do this: from an old 

deep box that has an attached top and lid, a flowerpot swarm trap, double nuc boxes, etc.  I made mine from plans on 

the web.  I’ll provide the link to horizontal hive.com so you can review.  I made 8 and have been moderately          

successful. Some in our club are lucky enough to catch a swarm that moves into their old equipment.  You still have 

time if you want to try this as swarm season won’t start until March.  Do a little research to choose the design you 

want.   
 

http://www.horizontalhive.com/honeybee-swarm-trap/bait-hive-how-to-catch.shtml 
 

Ideas to consider: 

1)   Place boxes in the shade (so it won’t overheat) and consider painting them white or a very light color. 

2)   Most will tell you to put them 12-15 feet.  I don’t think that is necessary.  Think shorter (for your continued good        

 health).  Bees and ladders don’t always go well.  I wouldn’t put it over 6 to 8 feet. 

3)   Bait with lemongrass oil or an old drawn frame or propolis or ALL the above. Several drops of lemongrass oil 

 can be put on a q-tip and placed in a Ziploc bag (cut tip off one corner). 

4)   Put it in a place you or a friend of yours will see frequently…you need to check weekly. 

5)   Pick a fence line where the tree is prominent.  Or along a power line cleared area.  If it can face, South, then   

 great. Avoid west facing. 

6) If you are lucky and catch a swarm, immediately replace the box with an empty as you very likely will continue 

 to catch on the “lucky tree”.           

           All the best, 
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                    Preparing for Our Pollinators 
 

Often, beekeeping is not directly associated with gardening.  Even though honey bees play an important 
part in the pollination of many plants, discussing hive management doesn’t tend to invoke thoughts of 
hours spent tending to our petunias.  As a beekeeper and intern Master Gardener, I understand and          
appreciate the importance of bees to the garden and the garden to bees.  While it may seem as if the winter season 
has hardly begun, these chilly months are not for sipping coffee next to a warm fire, or settling down with a beloved 
novel.  Instead, this time is best spent polishing our gardening tools, removing the remnants of last year’s garden 
from our gloves, and readying the soil for planting in the spring.  Many flowering plants can grow affectively in    
un-amended earth, a few simple practices can increase plant yield to the benefit of our honey bees.     

Soil testing is the first step to a more productive garden.  It allows you to see what nutrients are lacking in your 
plot, as well as what plants might work best in your soil.  Far too often, inexperienced gardeners will apply          
unnecessary nutrients to their beds.  Not only does this not benefit the intended crop, but runoff from these beds can 
lead to the pollution of rivers and ponds.  Bees consuming this contaminated water could severely devastate the hive.  
The information received from a soil test can significantly reduce this pitfall, as well as save money and our bees.  

The next step to a more productive garden is tilling.  Over time, nutrients become compacted deep into the soil 
where most plants can’t reach them.  In order to bring these nutrients back toward the surface, the soil needs to be 
tilled, or turned up.  Tilling can be accomplished in several different ways, either by hand with a hoe or with a      
mechanical tool.  If you have a smaller area, or want an arm workout, you might prefer to use a hand tool, but a    
machine is more practical for a larger space. 

Finally, in any pollinator garden, regardless of size, you will need plants that will attract your bees.  While it is   
currently too early in the year to do any real planting, it’s never too soon to be thinking about what kind of flowers 
you wish to incorporate in your space.  As it will be your garden, any plant you enjoy and know your bees will work 
should be considered.  Lantana, Purple Coneflower, and Spotted Bee balm are all really good to plant for your honey 
bees because they work them often.  Hybrids are not recommended as they have been engineered to produce less 
pollen than natural flowers and do not have as much value for your colonies.  The best practice for attracting honey 
bees is to plant large patches of a particular flower, about nine square feet is recommended.  

Preparing a place for a pollinator garden is a wonderful way to get involved in nature while aiding in the natural 
symbiotic relationship that exists between flowering plants and honey bees.  Simple practices such as soil testing and 
tilling can increase plant yield while protecting water bodies from pollution.  Conscientious planting can increase 
the likelihood of successfully attracting pollinators, and reducing waste.  No matter what you decided to do with 
your space, gardening with your pollinators in mind will involve you in the natural process of the great outdoors 
and increase honey yield.  

For a really good list of native plants, bushes and trees; go to etba.info, in the right column under Guides, select : List of East Texas Native Plants for 
Honeybees or use the link : https://www.etba.info/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/List-of-East-Texas-Native-Plants-for-Honeybees.pdf  
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Honey Apple MuffinsHoney Apple MuffinsHoney Apple MuffinsHoney Apple Muffins    
 

2 cups biscuit mix 

1/4 cup bran 

1 apple, cored, sliced and chopped 

1/2 cup nuts, chopped pecans or walnuts 

1/2—3/4 tsp. cinnamon 

1 egg 

1/4-1/2 cup applesauce, enough to make spoon-able batter 
 

Preheat oven to 425 F. Blend ingredients and spoon into greased muffin tin. Bake 

for  12-15 minutes or until toothpick inserted in center comes out clean. 

Some say 1/2—3/4 cups of honey to replace 1 cup sugar; expect  to compensate 

for the liquid amounts and for the acidity of honey.  Enjoy! 
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 ETBA Vice-President; Jim Biles 

 

Several months ago I decided to dedicate a series of newsletter articles to    
topics I wish I had known when I was a new beekeeper.  We’ve covered mite 

testing/treatment and using nucs as a part of apiary management.               
 

This month I want to address queens.   
 

All new beekeepers know that the hive does not survive without a queen.  For a hive to thrive, the beekeeper will 
need to manage queen productivity, and here are some considerations that really make a difference. 
 

Age of the queen.  When I started beekeeping, the conventional wisdom was that a good queen would last     

2-3 years and still be productive.  That’s no longer the case.  I’ve personally seen that queen productivity 

falls off significantly after the first full year.  What does this mean?  It means that the queen is able to lay  

at a slower rate, brood patterns become spotty, and queen mortality is higher.  You may see this in slower 

buildup of the hive in the spring, perhaps the complete loss of brood, the sudden onset of a laying worker 

(all drone brood), or maybe just a hive that has a queen and bees but doesn’t produce a honey crop.  My 

practice now is to replace all of my queens every year.   
 

Queen genetics.  I’m a strong advocate of getting queens locally.  The bees are naturally acclimated to the 

local environment and this supports local beekeepers.  With that said, I will occasionally buy queens from 

commercial queen rearing operations outside our area (e.g. California).  I do this to diversify the genetics in 

my apiaries.  Either way, I take a keen interest in both the genetics of the queens and the rearing process.  

Frankly I’m partial to Italian bees.  My experience is that they have a good combination of temperament 

and strong honey production.  There’s a movement these days about breeding queens for mite control.  

While I’m a fan of this, it seems to me that we’re still several years away from using this as an effective tool 

to address mite problems.  I’ve gotten to the point where I raise most of my queens.  This will be the topic 

of a future article. 
 

Other considerations.  A queen needs to be properly mated.  If you’re buying queens, it is worth a serious 

conversation with the producer to understand how they ensure good mating (e.g. Are they making sure 

there is strong drone production in the area?  Is there adequate time to assess queen laying before the 

queen is sold?)  If you buy queen cells, there are similar questions.  Did the queen emerge from the cell?  

Was the weather good for mating flights?  Is the queen laying a good pattern after a reasonable time?  

When sourcing queens or cells, when in doubt I rely on testimony from other customers. 
 

If you’re looking to buy queens this year, we have a couple of good sources for queens and/or cells through the club.  
Ordering early (it’s already a little late for early spring) is recommended.  The availability of queens is generally 
good in the early/mid-summer for obvious reasons.  I have some hives on a summer re-queening cycle.  These are 
colonies I put on clover early in the spring and want to wait until after the clover flow to re-queen. However,     
finding a queen in a strong hive on a warm July day is not my idea of fun!  I split almost all of my hives that are      
re-queened in the summer to cut down time finding the queen and for better acceptance of the queen by the hive. 
 

Summary:  Don’t underestimate the value of a good queen.  Your hives will be stronger                                        

and honey flow better if you pay attention to your queens. 


