BEEKEEPING IN
WYOMING
SO YOU WANT TO BE A BEEKEEPER
By Justina Russell
So you want to be a beekeeper … you
aren’t alone.
More and more Wyomingites would like
to try their hand at beekeeping. The number
of Wyoming’s hobbyist beekeepers who
maintain a small number of hives for home
honey production or local sales, pollination
of home gardens and orchards, or for the
simple enjoyment of having one of nature’s
most interesting insects buzzing about in their
backyards, is on the rise.
The major role honey bees play in pollination
is one of their greatest benefits. Their presence
significantly increases production of fruit trees,
vegetable gardens, agricultural crops, and wild
plants throughout the world. Honey bees are
believed to pollinate, in part or in whole, more
than 100 agricultural crops within the United
States, adding up to about a $10 billion value
each year and accounting for approximately onethird of the foods we consume daily. Without
honey bees, our diets would be less diverse, and
the cost of some of our favorite foods like seeds,
nuts, legumes, fruits, and vegetables would
be higher.
Outside of pollination, bees provide a
wealth of other resources. Honey is the most
obvious, but products derived from beeswax
such as cosmetics, health remedies made from
pollen, royal jelly (queen food), and propolis
(bee glue made from plant resins); candles;
inks; polishes; and paints are also prominent in
today’s consumer markets. Wyoming beekeepers
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can enjoy all of these benefits whether through
extra income – a single, strong hive on moderate
forage may yield roughly 40 pounds of honey
or around $200 to $250 per year (see Wyoming
Department of Agriculture [WDA] annual
honey report for financial specifics); through
the consumption of local honey or through
increased production of local fruits, vegetables,
berries, and native plants.
Beekeeping in Wyoming can present
many challenges due to our harsh winters,
short growing seasons, arid climate, small
volume of flowering plants during key foraging
times, and the variety of pests and diseases
affecting colonies throughout the country.
Yet, with proper management, keeping a few
honey bee colonies on a farm, ranch, smallacreage property, or town lot can provide
numerous benefits.
Before beginning rearing bees, a hobbyist
should first and foremost consider their primary
objectives: whether to manage colonies for
honey, pollen, and wax products for personal use
and/or sale, or to manage them for pollination
services, or just enjoyment, like a pet.
This section is an introduction to beekeeping
and designed to help new and beginning
beekeeper’s become successful at wrangling
bees in Wyoming. The basics of honey bee
biology, hive dynamics, getting started, and
ways of maintaining healthy, productive colonies
will be covered.

LIFE IN THE COLONY

Being somewhat familiar with life in a
honey bee colony is important in order to know
how best to manage them. Honey bees are
not native to the United States. Most honey
bees available for purchase today originated in
Europe and began to be imported approximately
400 years ago when early settlers entered North
America from Europe. Unlike many native bee
species, honey bees are social insects that live
together in large, well-organized family units. A
colony of bees consists of three castes:
A queen, the only breeding female in the
colony. Her primary role is to lay eggs and
populate the hive. She is capable of laying half a
million eggs in her one- to three-year lifespan.
Her secondary role is to produce pheromones
that control and limit egg laying by other bees in
the colony.
Female worker bees (30,000-50,000 in a
healthy colony) whose tasks include foraging,
care of the brood (larvae) and queen, hive
cleaning, and hive defense.
Male drone bees (around a few thousand
in the spring to just a few hundred in the fall),
whose only function is to mate with a queen bee.
The three classes of bees function as a
single entity to maintain an efficient hive.
Reproduction and colony strength depend on
the queen, the quantity of food stores, and the
size of the worker bee force, which requires the
collective efforts of the entire colony. If one part
is threatened, the entire colony will react.

GETTING STARTED
Regulations

Anyone wishing to own bees in Wyoming
must be aware of pertinent WDA statutes. In
general, beekeepers must (no matter where they
are located – even in town) register hives with
the WDA before April 1 of each year; failure
to do so can result in hefty fines. Accurate legal
descriptions of hive locations must be provided
so the WDA can determine if newly established

hives could interfere with proper feeding and
honey flow at existing apiary sites or if they
have the potential to transfer bee disease and
parasites. These laws have been put in place
to protect the welfare of the bees and the
livelihoods of commercial bee keepers. Hobbyist
beekeepers can keep up to five hives before
having to pay a licensing fee of $25.
Specific WDA regulations are covered in
detail under Title 11 at http://bit.ly/wyostatutes.
In addition, bee enthusiasts should check
local city ordinances, as not all Wyoming towns
allow the keeping of bees within city limits.
As a courtesy, potential beekeepers may also
want to discuss their plans for raising bees
with their neighbors. Some people have a fear
of bees or may have a deadly allergy to bee
venom. However, it is interesting to note honey
bees normally only sting to defend themselves
or their colonies. If managed with adequate
precautions, most beekeepers are rarely stung.
Over time, bees become accustomed to their
keepers, making them less likely to sting during
hive maintenance and harvest.

Owner Responsibility

Remember there is as much responsibility
attached to keeping bees as there is with the
ownership of other animals, as pets, or for profit.
The following additional honey bee
resources are available online:
Wyoming Apiary Statutes (select Chapter 11)
• http://bit.ly/wyostatute-chp11
Wyoming New Apiary Application
• http://bit.ly/apiarylocation
Wyoming Request for registration of pollination
apiary
• http://bit.ly/pollinationapiary
Wyoming Apiary Location Map
• http://bit.ly/2vOWBf0
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Keeping bees versus other animals allows for
a bit more flexibility during owner absences
since they can care for themselves, unaided for
many weeks during certain times of the year.
However, it is irresponsible and unethical for a
beekeeper to poorly manage or neglect colonies
by not treating for pests and disease or by
allowing colonies to starve or become unhealthy
in any way.

Materials & Supplies

Acquiring all of the materials and supplies
needed before installing bees is wise. Purchasing
an all-inclusive beekeeping kit is one of the

Simple Langstroth beehive with bottom board and deep super
brood chamber and entrance, inner cover, second deep super
and telescoping cover with syrup feeder, smoker, beetle trap, and
hive tool.

easiest ways to get started. Presently, kits retail
for $200 to $400, price depends on what all is
included and if the kit comes pre-assembled.
Most kits contain the basic materials needed to
start a colony of bees; e.g., all hive components,
protective equipment, and hive working tools.
To save money, hives can be built at home
using scrap lumber. Typical North American
hive designs, such as Langstroth and Dadant
hives, are readily available online and in
beekeeping books for those wanting to put their
woodworking skills to the test.

GETTING BEES

There are four primary ways to obtain bees:
purchase a package of bees, purchase a nucleus
or “nuc” colony, purchase an already established
hive, or capture a swarm. Each approach
has advantages and disadvantages, and the
desired method will largely depend on personal
preferences, time, and resources available.
Nonetheless, novices are often encouraged to
start with packages or nucs, since these colonies
are smaller and allow a beginner to advance in
hive management skills and confidence as the
colony size increases. Beginners should also
seriously consider starting with two active hives
full of bees, which allows for the manipulation
of hive components between colonies to
help curb potential problems. For instance, a
beekeeper with two hives can place a frame full

Photo: Meister Photos/shutterstock.com

Typical materials needed in first year of beekeeping and present costs associated with
each.
Materials

Approximate Cost

Hive kit (bottom board, 1 deep super, 10 deep frames, 1 honey super,
10 honey frames, queen excluder, lid, hive tool, smoker, gloves, veil)

$300

Bees (packages or nucs)

$125

Pest and disease control

$60

25 lb. bag sugar and pollen supplementation

$65

Basic honey extraction kit (6 gallon pail, honey sieve, capping
scratcher, cold uncapping knife, 5 gallon mesh filter bag, and comb
capper)

$100

Total

$650 for one hive. Double the cost for two hives–minus the
cost of the honey extraction kit – only one extraction kit
would be needed for two hives.
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of honey from one hive into a hive that may be
lacking honey reserves to help the second hive
survive the winter. Or a weaker colony may be
strengthened by the transfer of a frame of brood
from a stronger colony. However, when moving
hive components between colonies, a beekeeper
must be extremely careful to not transfer
potential bacterial diseases and should always
medicate when moving brood or honey stores
between hives.

Packages

Packages containing 3 to 5 pounds of adult
bees and a mated queen are ordered and shipped
in early spring. Orders should be placed in the
fall or at the latest early January, as demand is
high and supplies often limited. Packages can be
shipped through the U.S. Postal Service, or they
can be picked up on site. If shipped through the

postal service, postal workers should be notified
of the expected delivery date so bees do not sit
in storage for any length of time. In Wyoming,
there are very few bee suppliers, so bees may
need to be purchased from adjacent states such
as Colorado or Utah. Purchasing and picking
up bees from a nearby state versus having
them shipped from the Midwest or back east
is advantageous, as it cuts down on bee death
in transport, shipping costs, and accidental
introduction or spread of diseases new to the
area. Often, regional suppliers provide a specific
pickup date in spring when bees will be ready
for transport. Some local beekeepers will haul
numerous packages for neighbors for a nominal
fee, which saves on transportation costs.

Ways to acquire bees
Package

Nuc

Established hive

Swarm

Present cost

• Moderate: $90–$120

• Moderate: $120–$160

• Expensive:
hive + bees = $500

• Free!

Hive condition,
bee and queen health,
and disease and pest
prevalence

• Transport stress can
cause bees to arrive
nearly dead
• Queen usually not
related to the workers
can result in swarming
or supercedure
• Usually free of
pests and disease
(inspected in state of
origin; guaranteed by
supplier)

• The bees are related
to each other and
often to the queen,
which reduces the
chances of swarming
and supercedure
Usually free of pests
and disease, as long
as new comb is used
to build the frames
(inspected in state of
origin; guaranteed by
supplier)

• The hive may have an
old queen that needs
replaced
• Bees could be
harboring large
populations of mites
or diseased comb

• There is no control
over the stock and
genetics of the bees
captured
• The bees may be
carrying disease and
pests

Hive body size

• Allows for flexibility in
hive body size

• Does not allow for any
flexibility in hive body
size

• Allows for flexibility in
hive body size

• Allows for flexibility
in hive body size

Management and
upkeep

• Easy option for
beginners – small,
more manageable
colony
• Bees will have to be
fed until the start of
the primary nectar
flow, adding to the
cost

• Easy option for
beginners – small,
more manageable
colony

• A quicker timeline
will be required since
the hive is starting
out with a larger
population
• Hive could be split
into two hives if
strong enough.

• There is no
guarantee bees will
be acquired when
needed

First-year honey crop

• Will probably not have • If nectar flow is strong
a crop the first year
can produce a honey
since colony needs
crop in the first year
time to develop
because the colony
already has brood
(baby bee eggs)

• If colony is healthy,
should produce a
good crop of honey in
the first year

• Hard to predict if a
honey crop will be
produced the first
year
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Nucleus (nuc) Colonies

Nucleus colonies are essentially miniature
hives. They contain four or five frames of bees
in all stages of development – brood, adult bees,
a laying queen, and some honey and pollen
stores. The nuc colony will usually develop into
a strong colony by mid-summer as long as it
is not infected with mites or disease and once
moved into a full-sized hive body and given
supplemental feed.
Many states require bees be inspected in
their state of origin to help lessen the possibility
of spreading disease new to the area; however,
purchased colonies may contain bees with mites
and small hive beetles, as these species are often
ubiquitous in bee colonies. A good dealer will
indicate the possibility of the presence of mites
and be willing to help if the problem is severe.
Whether purchasing packaged bees or nucs, a

A beekeeper installs a new package of bees in a hive.
Photo: Lindsay Snow/shutterstock.com

Nucleus behind the glass.

Photo: Lipatova Maryna/shutterstock.com
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good practice is to ask a bee supplier about the
condition of the bees before purchase.

Established hives

When purchasing an established hive, a
beekeeper will obtain all the hive components,
frames with established comb, some honey
reserves, and a good population of honey bees.
Avoid purchasing hives with weak colonies and
equipment in poor condition. There is always
the risk of purchasing an established hive
infested with disease and pests. This option is
recommended for more experienced beekeepers
better able to recognize a healthy colony.

Swarms

Capturing a swarm of bees to be introduced
into your own beekeeping setup is relatively
easy. Since the bees are in search of a new
home, swarms are usually very docile and
cluster on tree limbs, shrubs, or fence posts, for
example. They can simply be relocated into a
box or bucket with a tight-fitting lid and then
be shaken into an open hive body or placed
at the entrance of an empty hive where they
will hopefully enter on their own after a few
minutes. Swarms should be requeened as soon
as possible since old queens are the cause of
most swarms.
Requeening is an important strategy in
maintaining a healthy hive through all stages
of development. Requeening simply means
replacing the old queen with a new, mated
queen that will consistently lay eggs and secrete
a high level of pheromones. Queens can usually
be purchased and shipped within a three-to
four-day period. The older, reigning queen
should be removed and the replacement queen
that arrives in a small cage should be positioned
near the brood nest for several days to give
the colony time to accept her. Once it appears
the new queen can be released into the colony
without being attacked by the worker bees,
she can be released from the cage. A simple
approach is to use a piece of marshmallow to
close the entrance of the queen cage. After

several days, the queen will have had time
to distribute her pheromones and when the
workers chew their way through to release her,
the colony should be accustomed to her scent
and thus accept her as their new queen.
Replace queens older than three years to
keep colonies healthy and avoid queen infertility.
Colonies with young queens are nearly twice
as vigorous as colonies with aged queens.
There are various reasons why a beekeeper may
consider requeening and a number of methods
a beekeeper can employ to ensure a bee colony
accepts a new queen. Beginning beekeepers
are advised to familiarize themselves with the
requeening concept as they will most likely need
to requeen at some point.

Swarm of bees visiting an apple tree.
Photo: Sally Wallis/shutterstock.com

Bees gathered after a swarm.
Photo: N. Pieporan

Transferring a swarm.
Photo: Nancy Piepropan
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DIFFERENT TYPES OF BEES

A beekeeper has a number of options
when selecting a stock or type of bee. All
honey bees found in the United States are
from the same species – Apis mellifera. From
this species, various genotypes have been
bred for specific, desirable traits. Some of
the most common subspecies available, such
as Italians, Caucasians, and Carniolans, are
suitable for backyard beekeeping. Some newer
subspecies developed through interbreeding and
selection, like Russians, Minnesota Hygienic,
and SMR bees, are selected for greater mite
resistance and/or improved hygienic (hive
cleaning and grooming) behavior, which
results in colonies being able to rid their hive
of pests and pathogens more quickly. Each
subspecies has advantages and disadvantages,
so talk with potential suppliers and other
beekeepers about what stock to choose based on
management objectives.

BEE YARD LOCATION

A beekeeper must have access to a variety of
floral resources within a 1- to 3-mile foraging
radius to successfully raise bees in Wyoming.
This could include a combination of either
flowering trees, native flowering vegetation such
as rabbitbrush, various wildflowers, suitable
cultivated flowers, irrigated crops like alfalfa and
clover, or even escaped weeds such as thistles.
Most Wyoming towns are apt for raising bees
because of the many varieties of trees, shrubs,
and flowers growing within their boundaries.
Locations near crops, particularly alfalfa, are
also excellent for raising a few colonies of honey
bees. Placing hives in the desert prairie with no
additional floral resources will most certainly
end in disaster. It is recommended to keep no
more than four hives on a property of a quarter
acre or less to ensure adequate floral resources
and to prevent robbing from other colonies when
multiple hives are present.

Bee stocks and their characteristics
Bee stock
characteristics

Italian

Caucasian

Carniolan

Russian

Buckfast

Color

Light

Dark

Black

Gray

Medium

Gentleness

Moderate

High (sometimes
High
described as the
gentlest of all honey
bees)

Low-moderate

Low-moderate

Disease and pest
resistance

Some resistance to Some resistance to Some resistance to Varroa and tracheal
European foulbrood European foulbrood American foulbrood mite resistance due
to genetics and
hygienic behavior

Tracheal mite
resistance

Spring buildup of
colony

Good

Very low

Very good

OK

Low

Swarming
prevalence

OK

Low

High

OK

Low

Honey production Very good

Low

Good

OK

Good

Overwintering
ability

Good

OK

Good

Very good

Good

Other traits

• Strong inclination • Forage at lower
• Excessive
to rob other
temperatures
swarming can be
hives
and less
an issue, but they
• Considered good
favorable climatic
do not have a
conditions than
housekeepers
high tendency to
Italians
rob and are good
• Produce large
comb builders
amounts of
propolis (bee
glue), which
makes the hive
difficult to work

• Queen cells are
always present,
which, can make
management
more difficult
• Perform better
when not in the
presence of
other bee strains

• If left unmanaged
for one or two
generations, they
can become very
aggressive.
• Better suited for
cold, wet climates
(like England,
where they were
originally bred)
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A good rule of thumb for an apiary site is
anywhere a camping tent might be placed: level,
close to water, out of the wind. If people find
the site suitable to inhabit, then bees probably
will be happy to camp there, too. Honey bees
are most active from mid-morning to midafternoon so position hives in an area where
they will receive adequate sun exposure to
maximize nectar and pollen collection – a south
or southeast exposure is ideal. However, on
hot days bees will often cluster outside the hive
and not work, so providing some light shade
is desirable. Also providing protection from
prevailing winds is recommended. Bees need
a steady supply of fresh water. A hive of bees
will use a quart or more a day in hot weather.
If no natural source of water is nearby, be sure
to install a clean, reliable water source, such as
a birdbath with a floating board or large rock
for bees to land on. Hives should be raised off
the ground with either a hive stand or other
easily procured materials, such as cinder or
wood blocks, to allow airflow, prevent moisture
buildup, and to discourage predators. Small
mammals like skunks and raccoons are less
likely to raid a hive when they are forced to rise
up on their hind legs and expose their bellies to
stings. A large rock or brick(s) on the top of a
hive will help keep top covers secure from gusty
Wyoming winds.
If worried about concerns from neighbors,
consider constructing a fence or hedgerow at
least 6 feet high and several feet from the hive
entrance to force bees to fly above head level,
thereby reducing bee-pedestrian encounters.
When bees leave their home, there is little
incentive for them to fly more than about 6 feet
high, unless there is a barrier that forces them
to fly up almost immediately upon leaving the
hive. When placing hives, be aware bees fly in
the same flight pattern every day and can “spot”
cars, clothes, or buildings in their path with
body waste, which can accumulate quickly and
become unsightly.

HIVE HUSBANDRY

Once a colony is installed, a beekeeper
will employ a variety of techniques to ensure
development of a strong colony with ample
honey production. Carbohydrate and protein
supplementation, swarm management, disease
and pest monitoring and mitigation, and winter
hive management are essential to achieving
maximum colony numbers in time to take
the most advantage of flower nectar when it
becomes available. If possible, the inexperienced
hobbyist is encouraged to pair with a more
seasoned beekeeper when carrying out hive
management tasks the first time.

Feeding Bees

The timing of prime nectar flow depends
upon a specific location and can vary from year
to year, but typically in Wyoming begins in late
spring to early summer and continues through
mid- to late summer when most flowering plants
are in full bloom. Beekeepers should monitor
food stores and colony expansion in the early
spring months when Wyoming weather can

Feeder with a few bees.
Photo: Justina Russell

Inside hive frame feeder.
Photo: J. Russell
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Bee hive components and tools
Hive bodies. Hive bodies are the standard
boxes that make up a beehive. Hive body,
brood chamber, super, or bee box all mean
the same thing – a housing structure for bees.
The difference in name comes from how each
is used.
A) Honey super box. Placed on top of the
brood chamber where harvestable honey
is produced. Comes in two sizes: shallow
(5 3/8 inches) and medium (6 5/8 inches).

B) Brood chamber. The tallest

C) Inner and outer covers.

A third, small size exists (4 ¾ inches) but is

compartment in a hive is 9 5/8 inches tall

Two-part system used for

used only for the production of honeycomb.

and is reserved for housing the queen

weatherproofing a hive

Honey supers are shorter than hive bodies

and “immature bees” – the brood; this

because smaller boxes are lighter and easier

box is also referred to as the deep super,

to handle when full of honey. Super simply

brood nest, or hive chamber.

refers to their superior placement in the hive
configuration – above the brood chamber.
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D) Entrance reducer. A small piece

E) Feeder. Many styles available;

Foundation. Sheets of hexagonal,

of wood placed at the entrance of

used to feed a 1:1 water/sugar syrup

imprinted beeswax used to encourage

a hive protects a weak colony from

mixture when nectar not available;

bees to build a uniform comb within

being robbed of honey by a stronger

also used to feed water in summer

frames.

colony, reduces drafts during winter

months.

months, and prevents small animals
like mice from entering.

Frames. Square, wooden structures

Hive tool. Used to open hives and

Bee smoker. A small fire container

designed to support a comb of

remove frames without damaging

with bellows used to puff smoke on

beeswax.

wood. Note: Bees fill gaps in hives

bees during harvest. Smoke produces

with propolis or “bee glue” making

a feeding response in bees; when a

it necessary to pry apart hive

bee has a full belly, it is less likely to

components during hive inspection

sting.

and harvest.
Veiled bee hat. Large veil that
drapes over a plastic helmet or
hooded bee suit (full bee suit used to
protect entire body from stings).

Gloves. Leather with cotton sleeves
all the way to the elbow.
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still be very cool, wet, and windy to ensure
there is enough food for the rapidly growing
bee population.
Colonies can be vulnerable to starvation
if the weather inhibits flight activity this
time of year. When bees starve, they die in
the cells of the comb and are very difficult to
remove. These combs and frames often become
moldy, preventing further use, representing an
economic loss and potential loss of the whole
colony. Supplemental feeding of a 1:1 sugar-towater mixture (by weight or volume) is highly
recommended. Supplemental feeding (2:1 sugar
to water syrup) will also be necessary in the fall
to help colonies prepare for winter. A good rule
of thumb is that anytime a colony has less than
20 pounds of food (three full-depth frames of
honey or the equivalent), the bees should be fed.
Pollen supplementation may also be
necessary in fall and spring. Honey bees
derive protein, vitamins, minerals, and some
carbohydrates from pollen, and no single flower
source provides all nutrients needed so bees
must visit a variety of flowers. Placing bought or
homemade pollen patties in a hive will help with
brood production, particularly if spring weather
is bad for long periods of time.
In the west where pollen supplies are less
in the late summer and fall, pollen substitutes
given at this time will produce plumper winter
bees with more stored nutrient reserves. These
bees will winter better and rear more brood in
the spring. To determine if a colony is more
likely to survive the winter, a standard-sized

Queen bee in the center. It’s larger than other worker bees and
marked by blue paint.
Photo: Konstantin Gushcha/shutterstock.com
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hive can be carefully lifted from behind in the
fall to check if it weighs close to 100 pounds due
to ample honey and pollen stores.

Swarm Management

Swarming is when a queen bee leaves
the hive with a large number of worker bees
(approximately 60 percent) to start a new colony.
Swarming primarily occurs in the spring within
a two- to three-week window depending on
the location, yet occasional swarms can happen
throughout the honey-producing season. In the
process of swarming, the original single colony
reproduces to two and sometimes more colonies.
Swarming is a natural, instinctive behavior of
honey bees to reproduce and create new colonies;
however, colonies that swarm rarely recover their
numbers in time to produce a decent honey crop.
Successful swarm management is essential for
honey production and should remain a primary
focus of any successful beekeeper.
Several factors can contribute to swarming,
including overcrowding in the hive, a failing
queen, poor ventilation, a bee subspecies’
propensity to swarm, and an imbalance in
the age structure of the worker bees. One of
the most effective spring swarm management
techniques is to create ample room in a hive.
This can be done by manipulating the hive
components to create more space for brood
rearing and nectar storage or by splitting an
over-populated colony into two separate hives.

Pests, Diseases, Parasites & Predators

Honey bees have historically had issues
combating a number of diseases, parasites,
pests, and predators. Through proper diligence,
the majority of bee pests and predators can be
adequately controlled. Bears can be kept at bay
by the placement of electric fencing, and mice
can be deterred by installing screen or entrance
reducers on hive entryways.
However, various diseases and two parasitic
mites, the Varroa and the tracheal mite,
introduced to the U.S. in the 1980s, are of
serious concern for honey bee keepers.

The Varroa mite is now recognized as the
most damaging, widespread pest to honey bees
in the United States and perhaps most of the
world. These mites are an external parasite
that feed on the blood of brood and adult
bees, severely weakening the colony over time.
Similarly, the tracheal mite feeds on its host’s
blood, but lives in the breathing tube of honey
bees. Colonies entering winter with a high mite
population are less likely to survive.
Diseases can be grouped into two main
categories: those affecting the brood and those
affecting adult bees. Common brood diseases
include American foulbrood (AFB), European
foulbrood (EFB), sacbrood, and chalkbrood.
Adult diseases include viruses and parasites,
such as Nosema.
Constant monitoring and timely
management of disease and mites is critical to
maintain healthy hives. Diseased bees or those
colonies infected with mites almost never make
it through an extended cold period of sub-zero
temperatures like we often see in Wyoming.
For specifics on how to identify and treat
specific honey bee maladies, see “Integrated
Hive Management for Colorado Beekeepers,”
http://bit.ly/csu-beebook.
The type of bee you keep in your hive can
affect the amount of pest/disease management
you will need to do (see Types of Bees section).

If not interested in putting in the time to monitor
and deal with honeybee health issues, reconsider
whether you want to take on beekeeping, even as a
hobby. Poorly managed hives are not only a disservice
to the bees you manage, they can spread diseases and
pests to other people’s hives. Beekeeping takes time
and requires a fair amount of effort, which should
be taken into consideration before undergoing this
endeavor.

Beekeeping can be challenging in any
environment but even more so in Wyoming’s

cold, high, semi-arid plains. Hobbyists should
be prepared for the potential die back of
approximately 30-50 percent of a colony in the
winter. Due to the combination of Wyoming’s
frequently adverse overwintering conditions
and the present reality of widespread pest and
disease problems, it has become increasingly
difficult to get even strong colonies through the
winter. In fact, many commercial beekeepers no
longer overwinter their colonies in Wyoming.
Instead, they harvest their honey and replace
them with queen-right (a colony that contains
a healthy, laying queen) packages and nucs
in the spring. This may actually be a good
practice for novices to consider, especially if they
experience hive death or considerable dieback
year after year.
During an average summer, the amount
of honey from a colony raised from a 3-pound
package of bees or a two to three frame nucleus

Varroa destructor mite on a honey bee pupa (Apis mellifera)

Hives that have been winterized with tarpaper.

Hive Winterization

Photo: Mirko Graul

Photo: J. Russell
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will provide enough honey to overwinter the
colony, as well as enough to cover package
costs through honey sales, plus a small surplus
for personal consumption. Any yield less than
this means it is probably not worth trying to
get the colony through the winter. In essence,
colonies in poor condition as winter approaches
are not worth trying to preserve and should be
combined or replaced.
If a colony is strong going into a Wyoming
winter, there should be some attempt made to
winterize the hive. This includes keeping hives
out of the wind; making sure they are placed
in a high, sunny location with good drainage;
attempting to rid colonies of pests and disease
in the fall; manipulating hive components
so bees have less space to heat; reducing the
hive entrance to 1 or 2 inches; and possibly
insulating hives with tarpaper or black plastic.
If hive bodies are wrapped, a beekeeper must

pay careful attention to proper hive ventilation
to prevent moisture condensation, which can
quickly kill a colony of bees. To ensure adequate
air flow, it is recommended to use a slotted inner
cover or top cover with a 3/8-inch handhold
beneath a moisture absorption board, both
placed under a metal telescoping cover. Opening
hives for inspection during the winter months
where exposure to freezing temperatures could
be deadly is not recommended in Wyoming.
Becoming a successful beekeeper can be
rewarding. Backyard bees provide a natural,
nutritious product and can be enjoyable to watch
and care for; however, beekeeping is not a totally
carefree activity. Investigating this subject
well before you begin and setting realistic
expectations for the resources (time, money,
effort) you will expend can reward the hobbyist
beekeeper with a very satisfying experience and
one of nature’s sweetest treats!

Timeline of a year of beekeeping in Wyoming
Active beekeeping season in Wyoming
Activity
Order, clean, repair, paint
equipment
Supplemental feeding

Jan

Feb

x

x

March April

x

x

May

June

July

x
x

x

Check queen, brood, and
colony health bi-weekly

x

x

x

Check for swarm cells;
add brood chamber, if
necessary

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Add honey supers
Harvest honey
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x

x

x

Sept

x

Install packages

Monitor for pests and
disease (e.g., Varroa
mites, nosema, American
foulbrood, European
foubrood, tracheal mites,
chalkbrood, etc.) and treat
if necessary

Aug

x

Oct

Nov

Dec

x

x

x

x

x

x

x
x

x

x

x

x

RECAP OF BEEKEEPING CHALLENGES
So you want to be a beekeeper in Wyoming … Challenges to Consider
Beekeeping can be challenging in any environment but even more so in Wyoming’s cold,
high desert plains. Wyoming’s harsh winters, short growing season, arid climate, and small
volume of flowering plants during key foraging times can present many challenges to the
beekeeping enthusiast.
Many parts of Wyoming lack the amount and breadth of floral resources that allow honey
bees to thrive. The sagebrush prairie habitat prevalent throughout most of the state does not
produce enough flowers during the active season for honey bees to survive. Depending solely
on Wyoming’s natural vegetation for bee forage is simply not an option. A beekeeper must have
access to a variety of floral resources within a 1- to 3-mile foraging radius to successfully raise
bees in Wyoming. This could include a combination of either flowering trees, native flowering
vegetation such as rabbitbrush, various wildflowers, suitable cultivated flowers, irrigated crops
like alfalfa and clover, or even escaped weeds such as thistles. Most Wyoming towns are suitable
locations for raising bees because of the many varieties of trees, shrubs, and flowers growing
within their boundaries. Locations near crops, particularly alfalfa, are also excellent for raising
a few colonies of honey bees. However, placing hives in the semi-arid prairie with no additional
floral resources will end in disaster.
A good rule of thumb is to keep no more than four hives on a property of a quarter acre
or less to ensure adequate floral resources and to prevent robbing from other colonies when
multiple hives are present. Because of Wyoming’s relatively short growing season, bees will also
need supplemental feed of nectar and pollen (sugar syrup and pollen patties) in the spring and
fall so bees will be able to produce ample amounts of honey and stay healthy throughout the
year. Wyoming’s arid climate will require a beekeeper to provide a steady supply of water if hives
are not near a natural water source.
Hobbyists should be prepared for the potential die back of approximately 30–50 percent
of a colony in the winter. Making some attempt to winterize a hive is extremely important in
Wyoming. This includes keeping hives out of the wind; making sure hives are placed in a high,
sunny location with good drainage; attempting to rid colonies of pests and disease in the fall;
manipulating hive components so bees have less space to heat; reducing the hive entrance
to 1 or 2 inches; and possibly insulating hives with tarpaper or black plastic. Opening hives for
inspection during the winter months where exposure to freezing temperatures could be deadly
is not recommended in Wyoming.
Be aware that to keep honey bees healthy, you may need to use pesticides within the hive.
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