Why Did My Bees Die??

• Clues, Tips and Prevention

Reasons for Dead Outs
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Varroa Mites
Moisture/Condensation
Too Weak Going into Winter
Blocked Entrance
Starvation
Yellow Jackets
Absconding due to Irritants
Pesticides, Herbicides & Other Toxins
Other Diseases – Nosema, AFB

Being a Detective
•

•
•

•

•

Observe the Hive Surface: Check the surface and the area around the hive and
make note of any bad or unexpected smells. Are there dead bees, a complete
absence of bees or a disturbance around the hive?
Remove the Outer Cover: Make note of anything under the outer cover, such
as mold, moisture or something other than bees living there.
Remove the Inner Cover: Observe anything unusual on the inner cover and
the top bars of the hive. Look down through the frames to make note of a
cluster, if there is one, but do not remove the frames yet.
Remove The Hive Boxes: Remove them one at a time and carefully set them
aside. You will examine the bottom board first. The condition of the dead bees
on the bottom board, their age and location is very informative.
Inspect the Lowest Box: Return to the hive body that was the one resting on
the bottom board. Begin working through the frames and then continue on up
through subsequent hive bodies to the top box.

What to Look For
As you move through the hive, ask yourself questions.

• Where was the food located on the frames, in relation to the
location of the cluster?
• Did you find a queen?
• Were there young bees or older bees clinging to the frames?
• Were the dead bees piled under the cluster or were they lining
the entrance to the hive at the front of the bottom board?
• Did you find any brood? Was the brood capped?
• When you examined the frames what did you find in the cells?
• Were there signs of robbing – chewed, ragged edges to cells
or signs of other critters such as mice?
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Characteristics of the common early winter death in northern states:
•
•
•
•
•

•

The colony was big and looked healthy in the fall
A lot of honey is left in the top supers
The cluster is now small, maybe the size of a softball
There are hardly any bees on the bottom board
Near or just below the cluster is a patch of spotty brood – some fully capped, and
some with bees dying on emergence (heads facing out, tongues sticking out).
If you look closely in the cells around the brood, you will see white crystals stuck to
the cell walls, looking like someone sprinkled coarse salt in the brood nest.
AND

•

You don’t have records showing that Varroa was under control.

•

Death By Mite Clues
•

•
•
•
•

If there are very few dead bees in your hive, it may mean the colony worked hard at
removing them until the last minute. Try to find some dead ones on the bottom board,
alighting board, or even on the ground nearby. Sift through them and look for bees
with deformed wings. The presence of many deformed wings is a good indicator of
Varroa.
If you have a bottom board or Varroa tray in place, look for mites. If the colony died
from mites, you will find mites in the debris.
Look for frames of honey. A hive with plenty of honey and no bees can be a sign of
Varroa. A hive with no bees and honeycombs with jagged edges indicates a weak or
dead hive that was invaded by robbers, which can also be a sign of Varroa.
Examine the brood frames. Adult bees that died while they were emerging, or just
before, may have been weakened by Varroa. These bees will have their heads facing up.
(Bees that starved while searching for food in the cells will have their tail ends up.)
Hold up the empty brood frames with the sun at your back so you can see inside the
cells. If you find bright white deposits adhering to the inside of brood cells, you can be
sure of a Varroa infestation. These white spots are patches of mite excrement that
contain about 95% pure guanine, an amino acid.

Death By Mite The specific position chosen
by the mites is because the
acidic guanine would harm
the brood should it come in
contact with it. This means
that their own food gets
poisoned by their feces.
They thus choose a space
where the brood is unlikely
to touch the mites feces. It
turns out this space is
always at the bottom of the
cell, somewhat near the
entrance.

excrement of Varroa mites contains about 95% guanine

Death by Moisture
Wet, cold bees are dead bees.
New beekeepers may find mold in the hive
and conclude that it was what caused the
loss of the colony. Don’t let this confuse
you. You will rarely find mold in a healthy
colony and the mold normally appears after
the colony has died.
Moisture in the hive is not a good thing.
Disease organisms, fungi, and molds thrive
in moist environments and, in cold weather,
water droplets can drip down on the bees
and chill the brood. Proper ventilation is
important for bee colonies year round.
Bees can do really well in cold
temperatures, but cold and wet is a
different story.
Prevention
• Tilt hive forward 1”
• Add Moisture Box
• Use Screened Bottom Board

Cluster to Small Going into Winter
Dead out due to hive not big enough to
create the warmth needed to survive.
Prevention
Combine weak hives in fall with stronger,
healthy hives
Know your mite count even on weak hives

Entrance Blocked by Dead Bees
During winter bees will die
and fall off the cluster and
onto the bottom board. If
cold the bees cannot
perform housekeeping
chores.
Prevention
Periodically clean hive
entrance with a stick or hive
tool.

Death by Enemy –
Occurs in the Fall
• In fall hungry yellow jackets invade
beehives and feed on bees, larve,
bee bread and tear up the hive
• A strong hive can fend off a
normal amount of yellow jackets
Prevention
• Bait traps near hive
• Reduce entrance as much as
possible
• Robbing Screen
• Develop a yellow jacket death laser

Yellow Jacket Invasion

Absconding?
• Fleeing from Irritants in the Hive
• Mite Treatment overpowering
• Pesky Creatures force fleeing

All Other
• American Foul Brood
• Pesticide, Herbicide or other Toxic Buildup – piles
of dead bees

• Chalkbrood – Early to Late Spring – spores remain
viable for years, rarely destroys a colony on it’s own but can weaken hive

How to Prevent Hive Die
Off

Know your Mite levels
going into fall, especially in
July, August, September and
October.
If levels are too high treat
with appropriate treatment.
• Know the temperature
treatment range
• Use the most effective
treatment for time of
year
• Oxalic Acid use in
Fall/Winter

Prevention
• Know your Mite Levels going into Fall/Winter
• Strong hive going into winter – pollen patties
and fat bees
• Moisture Box
• Entrance Reducer in Fall and Winter – yellow
jackets and mice
• Feeding – 2:1 sugar/water

What to do with my equipment after my hive dies?
Can I reuse my boxes and frames?
• No need to clean frames the bees will clean up
the mold

Use Moisture Boxes

