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Me with my team of beekeepers in Thailand.
 Firstly you will need to do an inspection of the hive to see if the queen is ok and laying. You should be able to find her as there will be not too many bees in the hive. You will need to find the queen when you carry out artificial swarm control so get her marked NOW. If you cannot find the queen, just look to see if she has been laying. You can do this by checking if there is brood, eggs or larvae in the hive, but best if you can find and mark her.

If there is no sign of the queen and no brood etc. you can assume she is lost. If this is the case and with being so early in the season you will have to give it up as a bad job done by you and re-unite this hive with another one. This is best done by using the paper method, easy to do, just put on brood box on top of the other separated by some newspaper. (The Times if you are conservative and the Daily Mirror if you are labour. Anything else will do for any other party. Joke Folks) put a few slits in the paper to get the pheromone from each hive passing from one hive to the other and let the bees do the rest. They will bite through the paper and by the time they are re-united they will all smell the same and will not fight each other. If you just put them together without the paper all hell will break out and you could lose a lot of bees.
If all is Ok with the queen you should note the following.

April is now upon us and the queen should be almost coming up to start laying in earnest, although she will have been laying on and off for over month or even more. The colony will now be growing fast and the queen, if not already marked must be done right away, as she will be very hard to find in a few weeks when the hive is full of bees. 

 Drones will now have started to appear, a sure sign that the hive is now getting ready to set themselves up for swarming which can and will start next month or even this month if the conditions are right. I have seen many a swarm in April so am now not at all surprised if one emerges at this time of year, especially now with the weather warming up and so called Climate change.
 What we are aiming for is to get the hive geared up for the main honey flows so we need to get strong bees that will get a better job done than a weak one. What we did, or should have done at the back end of last season was to get the bees as strong as possible so that they would get through the winter in as good as condition as possible. We should have treated for Varroa mite in December or January which again would have kept the wintering bees in check. We should have left on the wintering bee candy or fondant so that they had some extra food to help them along.

 So what we should have if all as gone well is a fairly strong hive full of bees with little Varroa in them. 
What will be happening now though, is that they will be expanding, eating much of the food, consuming pollen like it was something in a spring sale. Remember they need all this to feed themselves and the brood and there will be not too much coming in to replace the stores that are consumed.

Varroa will also be expanding at a far greater rate than the bees will be building up. So we have a perfect situation where the bees can die. It’s a well-known fact that most beekeepers lose their bees in the spring and what I have said above is the reason why.

So what should we be doing about this perfect storm, so to speak? Easy, feed the bees so as they don’t starve. You will need to feed with syrup. We have recipes on our website at

http://www.blackburnbeekeepers.com/Recipes%20for%20feed%20and%20medicines.htm
 You should have some on your association website too. Keep feeding, the bees will let you know when they don’t want any more as they will stop taking it and use what they bring in, which is better for them. All this sugar will be going into the brood box and not the supers so it will be OK. By the way, do not feed your bees with sugar syrup or candy if you have supers on as they will put it into the supers and the honey will be rubbish as it will be sugar, not nectar.
 Check for pollen coming into the hive and feed with pollen substitute if you think there is not enough coming in or if you are in doubt. It will do them no harm. There is a recipe you can make your own on our website at 
http://www.blackburnbeekeepers.com/Recipes%20for%20feed%20and%20medicines.htm
and plenty on other websites. If you are flushed with money can go and buy some. Again keep feeding as above with the syrup until the bees stop taking it.
Before we go onto the Varroa control. I will mention about using dummy boards. Use these if your hive as come through the winter with only a few frames of bees. Put a few frames of clean foundation in and then fill the rest of the hive up with these dummy boards. It will make the hive more of less like a  nucleus, which will keep the bees active where you want them and also help keep the hive warm, thus not having the bees work on temperature control and leaving them time to do other tasks. You can take them out and replace with foundation as the hive expands.
You must also as explained in the January edition of tips (again available at) 
http://www.blackburnbeekeepers.com/This%20months%20Tips.htm
Have enough equipment ready for the honey flows and swarm control. It no good leaving until the last minute. So make sure you have enough of the following.
· Spare brook boxes with plenty of clean frames fitted with good clean or new foundation. You will need these as spares for doing a swarm control of just in an emergency.
· An odd Nuc or even two.

· Some dummy boards, wide one along with thin ones
· A few sets of curry boards or Snelgrove boards. It’s up to use which method you use. I prefer the Curry way.
· Enough clean supers with good and clean foundation. All ready for the honey flow.

· Make sure all you equipment is in good order. This should have already been done but if you have forgotten do it now.

· Make sure your protective clothing is washed and bee proof. Again it should have been done ages ago but it not again do it now.

· Make sure you know where everything is and where you can put your hands on it right away. There is nothing worse that asking yourself in the middle of doing some manipulation to find yourself wondering where the hell is this and that.

It’s surprising how time flies and many a beekeepers, including myself, year ago have been caught on the hop and left running around after this and that.
Now a little bit about Varroa control and what need to be done.
It should have been drummed into you by now, if you have been in an association or beekeeping group or have a good mentor, on how Varroa is the biggest problem of today’s beekeepers.

First of all you need to know if you have a problem. The best way is to use an open mesh floor and then you will know if you need to treat your colony.  The best way is to look at the BeeBase website where there is an excellent calculator. You just fill in the details and up pops the answer on what you should have to do. Please give it a try. It’s great. The link to the site is below.
https://secure.fera.defra.gov.uk/beebase/public/BeeDiseases/varroaCalculator.cfm
Before you can use the above calculator, you will need to either use an open mesh floor with a sliding drawer so as to calculate your mite drop. You can also uncap drone brood but at this time of year there will be little if any drone brood, and if there is it is best to leave it alone as the drones will be needed. To me the best time to do drone uncapping is when you have a lot of drone brood in the hive not when you have a little.

 I have put below an excellent publication from the National Bee Unit which will show you how things are done. 

http://www.blackburnbeekeepers.com/Estimating_Varroa_Mite_Populations.pdf
Once you have ascertained if you have any Varroa and if you need to treat, there are a few options open to you. In fact there are quite a few options. I prefer the natural way, Natural mite drop using open mesh floors, Sugar dusting methods and Drone brood removal. And not until I find that the problem gets out of hand that I use any other kind of treatments. Then it will be a Thymol based treatment which is far better than any hard chemicals. 
 I have put an attachment to the Defra PDF leaflet on all there is to know about Varroa. Please read it as it’s a valuable piece of information. The link is at 
file:///C:/Users/Administrator.BQRDD1B3GH5YECS/Downloads/Varroa_web.pdf
Please read and study all the above and try to understand that Varroa is a very naughty little insect and can and will, if left unchecked kill your bees. Never become one of the never mind, it will be ok kind of beekeeper as if you do you would be well worth taking up another hobby. Long gone are the days of the leave alone beekeepers.
Other things that need to be done are as follows.

· Wax moth activity dramatically picks up when the temperatures rise, so keep an eye out on your stored supers – especially supers that contain pollen and had brood in them. It’s just a matter of keeping an eye open for them. Best to keep them on top of acetic acid until a few days before use, when you can take them out and let the air into them. If you are not sure on the use of acetic acid take a look at this.
http://www.blackburnbeekeepers.com/Acetic_Acid_Fumigation.pdf
· If you believe Tracheal mites are a problem in your apiary, consider the use of plain extender patties (two parts sugar to one part vegetable shortening). Place patty in the middle of two-story colony, or on the top of a single story. The late, great Dave Cushman as an brilliant article which can be found at.
http://www.dave-cushman.net/bee/acarinetreatment.html
They say in America that Tracheal mite are the silent killer of bees and maybe account for a few problems that we are having in the UK. To me, I think more research need to be done.

· Keep the front of hives clear of grass to promote ventilation and forager access.
· If you want comb honey, prepare frames with pure wax cut comb foundation.
· NEVER medicate a hive which has frames in it which will be used for harvesting honey. Do not feed sugar water when honey supers have drawn comb, or bees will make “sugar honey.”
· Watch honey supers closely. 
· When bees are working on six to eight frames, it is time to add another super either above or below the filled super. 

Give bees enough space so that they don’t try to store nectar in the brood box. 

Do not disturb brood any more than necessary in April. 

I think that covers most of what needs doing. There will be things I may have missed out but I think the above are the most important at this time of year. 
If you are in a group and are a beginner, get yourself off to a meeting and take notice of what the speaker is talking about. Don’t be afraid to ask questions and don’t feel silly if you think the question not important. It is too you. 
No one will laugh at you, it fact they will note that you are interested.

We have all been there at one time or another and some of us are getting snow in our hair and need to be passing all this information on to younger and inexperienced members who in turn should pass it down when their time comes.

There are some beekeepers, and I could mention a few I know but won’t, who think they know it all there is to know about the craft and keep things to themselves. This is the wrong attitude altogether. I have kept bees since 1967 and still am learning, but what I do know I pass on and share. It’s the only way.
If you will note the picture at the top of this article. I am pictured with 5 beekeepers. We are setting up a beginner’s course for Thailand beekeepers who want to learn the proper European way of beekeeping. Very hard work as it all as to be converted and translated from English to Thai. Sometimes I get fed up with it all as it’s been going on for over a year, but I still carry on has it learning new beekeepers, which I hope will teach them to respect and look after their bees in a correct manner. This is what should be happening in the UK, and if you are in an association of group that are not supporting these ideas you want to go and find one who does.

Enjoy your beekeeping and let’s hope that the season will be a kind one to the bees and us alike.
Michael Birt
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