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BUMBA Extra!

The Benefits of Fall Requeening
Leigh Walton, BUMBA VP
Young vigorous queens are essential to successful beekeeping. A young queen has maximum reproduction capacity for approximately two years, so it is important to replace the queen at regular intervals or when there is any sign of failure. Very few of my queens are maintained for more than a year, currently, of my seventeen hives all but one of them has 2010 queens, and it is a 2009 queen. I color code my queens so I know their age; it also reveals when a new queen is produced naturally, either through swarming or supesedure. If I come across a non-colored queen in a colony that previously had a colored queen I know she is a new queen. If she is a healthy vibrant queen she will be color coded as the current year’s queen. I’ve found that at least 50% of my hives replace the queen naturally before they reach two years of age.
While it is easier to re-queen in the spring because the colonies are smaller and the queen easier to find, there are several advantages to doing it in the fall.  The more favorable climatic conditions and larger drone populations favor queen rearing and mating during the summer in comparison to early spring. Young vigorous queens lay later in the fall, so the colony has a higher percentage of young (180 day) bees to survive the winter. Fall requeening stimulates rapid spring buildup and aids in swarm control. Summer produced queens have not gone through the heavy laying period during the spring buildup so she is better prepared (more eggs and sperm) for the upcoming spring buildup.  Finally, young queens start laying earlier in the spring and are less likely to superseded the following year.

Requeening is most successful during a light nectar flow. Bees will more readily accept a new queen in a honey flow because the old worker bees are occupied with other duties. Young worker bees usually do not pose a threat. In the absence of a nectar flow, the colony should be fed. Introduce queens during the warmest part of the day, except when there is danger of robbing.

Early September, during the goldenrod/aster flow, is an excellent time to requeen a colony. Because of the distinctive aroma associated with this honey flow, the odor of a new queen quickly will be masked. Obtain the queens just before you intend to do the job. Do not start dequeening the colonies until the new queens are delivered. Requeening will be more successful if only a short time elapses between the time the old queen is killed and the new one introduced.
Several techniques commonly are used for queen introduction. Unfortunately, there is not one sure way of doing it. As stated above, the first step in requeening is to find the old queen and kill her. Check for queen cells and remove them before attempting to introduce the new queen. A simple way of introducing a queen is to insert the mailing cage between the top bars of two frames, this is the same method used during a package install.
The queen may be introduced with greater safety by using a push-in cage. This cage permits the queen to come in contact with the comb for a short time and take on the odor of the hive before she is released. A push-in cage is shaped like an open-sided box made from ordinary window screen or eight-mesh hardware cloth. It is made from a 4-inch-square piece of screen folded along each edge with the corners clipped to form four sides approximately 1/2 inch wide. Push the cage into the face of the comb over an area of emerging brood, preferably where there are a few cells of honey for food. It should be pushed deep enough into the face of the comb so that the bees cannot readily gnaw through the comb to reach the new queen. Release the new queen inside the cage with only those bees that are emerging from the comb. A few days later, remove the cage. In the interval, the queen will have been accepted by the emerging bees inside the cage and subsequently by the other bees of the colony.

Queens are accepted most readily by small colonies of young bees during a nectar flow. Make up a nucleus colony filled with combs of emerging bees and food. Feed the colony a light syrup a few days before and after you introduce a new queen directly to them. When she is laying well, unite the nucleus colony with the larger colony that needs to be requeened. Before introducing the nucleus colony, be sure the established colony is queenless and without queen cells. Remove the same number of frames making up the nucleus colony from the brood chamber of the colony to be requeened. Set the frames of the nucleus colony directly into the opening in the brood chamber and close up the hive.

BUMBA has numerous queen and nuc resources available through club members. These Northern bred queens are considered by many beekeepers to be superior since they are better acclimated to our climate and flora than queens from other regions. Queens can also be purchased from queen breeder in the south, but availability becomes more limited as the season progresses. If interested in locally produced queens see me, Robert Greenwell, or Scott Seccomb.

