
Swarms and Packages

Starting a colony of honey bees
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Managing Bees

In the first class…
We discussed topics related to 

honey bees:
– Bee biology

– Basic Equipment

– Optimum hive location

– Pests and diseases

Now we are going to look at what 
beekeeping involves!

As a new beekeeper, your starting 
point will vary with how you 
acquire bees and the 
equipment you have or will  
buy.



Starting with a swarm or a package 

of honey bees
At some time or another, a 

beekeeper will install a swarm 

or a package of bees into a 

hive.

• The procedure is about the 

same for either.

• The goal is to get the bees 

from a bush, tree, etc. or the 

package into a hive box.



Starting with a swarm of honey 

bees
Be Prepared……

You need something to put the 
bees into!

The equipment needed for both a 
swarm and a package of 
bees….

• A single deep hive body with 
frames,  bottom board, inner 
cover, and top cover.  Also a 
feeder to feed the bees for a 
short period of time.

• Sometimes a swarm is not 
worth getting.



Starting with a swarm of honey 

bees

• Remember the 

statement that some 

swarms are not worth 

getting. 

• The cost of a package 

of bees is far less 

than a trip to the 

hospital. 



Starting with a swarm of honey 

bees

• Swarms come from 

existing colonies of 

bees.

• A primary swarm 

consists of the old 

queen and a large 

number of worker bees 

and some drones. 

• It will vary in size.

• Generally the bees are 

very docile.



Starting with a package of honey 

bees
I would recommend buying a three 

pound package to get a hive 
started.

• A package of bees is a screened 
box that hold the bees, queen and 
syrup can.

• The contents of the package.

Cover for syrup can and queen

Queen cage with queen

Syrup can

Bees

• Note: If shipped, it will have 
marshmallows or dry sugar

• Keep your package in a dark cool 
place.  Do not expose to heat or 
very cold temperatures.



Putting the bees into the hive
• Notice that the bees are clustered 

around the syrup can and queen 
cage.  If they get hot, they will be 
covering the screen trying to find a 
way out.

• First, mist the bees with sugar 
water spray ¼ cup sugar to 1 cup 
water or just water.

• Second, remove the cover over the 
hole in the top of the cage.  Below 
this cover is the queen cage on a 
wire or clip and the syrup can.

• Third … Bump the package directly 
on the ground… this causes the 
bees to fall to the bottom of the 
cage.  Here they will not be flying 
out all over the place when you 
remove the syrup can to remove 
the queen cage.



Putting the bees into the hive

• When the queen cage is 
removed, cover to hole with a 
wood scrap or piece of 
cardboard.  This must be done 
somewhat quickly --- before the 
bees in the bottom of the cage 
recover to escape thru the hole in 
the top of the cage.

• Queen cages vary --- some are 
made of wood in various designs 
and some are plastic.



Putting the bees into the hive

• Check the queen cage to make 
sure your queen is alive and 
well.

• Remove the cork, cap, or 
metal cover from the end of the 
queen cage with the candy.

• You will find a white candy 
separating the queen from the 
hole. You can use a small nail 
to start a hole.

• This is a plastic queen cage. It 
is becoming more and more 
common.  It is replacing the 
three hole Benton cages made 
of wood.



Putting the bees into the hive

• Checking the 
Plastic queen cage

• The queen is located in this 
compartment

• The cap to prevent the bees 
from releasing the queen too 
soon will be here.

• The candy is located here.



Putting the bees into the hive

• Checking the 
Benton three hole 
cage

• The queen is located in this 
compartment

• The candy is located here.

• The cork to prevent the bees 
from releasing the queen too 
soon will be here.



Package Installation

• Ready to install 

package

• You have checked to 

make sure the queen is 

alive.  The bees are still 

in the package.

• The equipment is ready.

– Entrance reducer installed

– Feeder installed

– Stuff a little clump of grass 

loosely in the entrance.

• Now for the installation!



Beekeeping
• Remove the cork, or cap from 

the queen cage.  Place the 
queen cage between two 
frames next to the area 
where the package is going 
to be placed into the hive.  Do 
not place the queen cage 
near the bottom of the hive.  
The bees will cluster around 
the queen cage and begin to 
eat the sugar candy to 
release her.  This takes up to 
several days.

• Why not release her right 
away?



• Place the package into the 

space in the hive body.  (Place a 

couple of small wood spacers in 

the bottom to keep from 

crushing bees.) 

• Once the package is resting on 

the bottom board, use your hive 

tool to scoop out a few bees and 

shake them on top of the Queen 

cage.

• Place the inner cover on the 

hive but leave room to remove 

the lid covering the hole in the 

package.  Pull the lid from the 

package and slide the inner 

cover completely over the hive.



Package Installation
Avoid what is going on in this 

picture! 

• Be sure to remove the 
package from the hive and 
replace the package with 
frames/ foundation when 
the bees have left the 
package.  Most likely the 
next day.

• Be sure you feed your bees.  
Check to make sure the 
queen is released in three 
or four days.  Resist the 
temptation to open the hive 
every day.



Beekeeping

Things to remember about the colony 

growth of a swarm or package of bees…

• The population of bees in your new hive will decrease 

gradually until new bees emerge from cells to replace 

the bees which die.  This is the important reason to find 

any problems with your queen quickly.   See the chart in 

the next slide to visualize what is happening to your bee 

population.



Population Growth

• Population Growth in a newly started hive from a swarm or package. 

Swarms start a bit faster because the queen is already accepted and will 

start laying just as soon as cells are ready.



Beekeeping

• Factors to consider
• The first egg the queen lays 

will take 21 days to emerge as 

an adult.
• The queen can lay as many as 

2000+ eggs a day but in a 
small population of bees, she 
will lay only enough that the 
bees can feed and keep warm.

• Thus, it will take about 45 days 
for the new population of bees 
to exceed the original package 
population.

• The population growth after 
that will increase dramatically. 



Nucleus (Nuc) Installation

• A Nuc is a small colony of bees with a laying queen 

and 3-5 frames of bees with brood and honey.

• Prepare the hive: install the entrance reducer have a 

feeder ready. Stuff a little grass in the entrance.

• Install the Nuc frames in the center of the hive. In the 

same order they are in the Nuc.

• Fill in around the Nuc frames with empty frames.

• Feed and close up the hive.

• Leave them alone for a week or two before you do 

your first inspection.



Feed!

• You need to feed!

• It should be one of your 
higher priorities.

• Many people feed sugar 
syrup.  Use a heavier 
mixture  1:1 sugar and 
water early in spring 
and later go to 2 parts 
water and 1 part sugar.



Feeding!

• There are many types of 
feeders.  One that is 
easy is a Boardman 
Feeder.

• You can see the level of 
the feeder and quickly 
refill.

• Downside: It can cause 
robbing. Raccoons like 
them.



Feeding!

• There are many types of 
feeders. 

• Division board feeders 
fit inside the hive.

• Bucket feeders go over 
the inner cover hole.

• Top feeder can go over 
the frames or the inner 
cover hole.





Check your water!
– Check the pH of your syrup. Honey average pH is 3.9 (range 

3.4-6.1) My water tested at 8.4!

– Use pool water test strips, add acid (cider vinegar and/or 

lemon juice) to lower pH.



Pollen (Patties and Dry 

Substitute)
Cut patties into strips and put a 

drop or two of food grade 

wintergreen essential oil on top 

to repel SHB.



Questions?


