
3/5/2024



Is Beekeeping For Me?

Angela Tollerson
www.FlatheadValleyBeekeepers.Club



• Hive – Manmade box bees live in
• Colony – one superorganism living in one Hive or Nest 

comprised of 60,000+ bees, young, resources, and one queen

The Basics
Terms & Definitions



• Nuc – A “nucleus” colony sold to beekeepers containing a queen and 10,000 bees 
on 5 frames of honeycomb with honey, pollen, and brood (baby bees)

• Package – A screened box of 10,000 bees and a queen trapped in a small cage and 
a can of sugar syrup

The Basics
Terms & Definitions



• Deep – Large box almost 
10 inches high – 80 lbs when 
full
• Usually for brood
• Usually 1-2 

• Medium – Box almost 
7 inches high – 60 lbs when 
full
• Usually for honey but can 

be for brood

The Basics
Terms & Definitions



Bee Myths

 Bees can be aggressive to visitors on/near my property, especially Africanized bees
False: Bees can be defensive right near the hive when triggered by certain stressors.  
Africanized bees are the most defensive.  Africanized bees cannot survive Montana.

 I am allergic to bees; I swell up like a blimp for days
Major allergy results in anaphylactic shock and a failure to breathe. Swelling is normal and 
the more you’re stung, the less your sensitivity will be. 

 Honeybees are in danger and agriculture could collapse without them
Mostly false: There are plenty of honeybees and only certain specialty crops are pollinated 
by honeybees at a commercial level. However, beneficial insect populations in general are in 
danger, including native pollinators.

 Honey never spoils
False: Honey can ferment if there is too much water content or if you leave it open to 
absorb environmental moisture

 Beekeeping is time consuming
Doesn’t have to be: Some keepers only get in their hives twice a year. But researching and 
learning for a year before you purchase bees is highly encouraged 



Pollination 

Beekeeping 
Requires a 

Tenacious and 
Curious Spirit!

FascinationOther By-Products

Honey

Why Do You Want To Keep Bees?

Save the Bees



Things to Know Before I Start

 Challenges with Flathead County
Shortest forage season and coldest average monthly temps in Montana

 No commercial bees overwinter in Montana
All the pros avoid winter by migrating bees down south and almost all 
purchasable bees overwintered in warmer climates

 Expense
Starting with 2 hives (highly suggested) plus one extra single deep setup in case 
of first year swarms: Over $1500 startup cost for all new equipment and bees.

 Winter Survival Rate
Experienced beekeepers (3 years+): 50-70% success in our area
New Beekeepers: 0-50% success in our area.

 Varroa Mites and Diseases
Beekeeping is harder than ever and requires action in our northern climates

 A Tenacious Spirit is Required
A myriad of challenges and failures will be presented to you. Being resilient and 
trying again is necessary for the long haul.



 Nucs (5 frame Nucleus colony with a queen) cost $200 ea. in 2024

 1.7 million hives are required to pollinate almonds,etc. each year

 Around 50% average losses each winter experienced in the North Rockies, 

41% nationally. 81% Loss reported in Montana in 2011.

 Suggested bare minimum hive count in case of losses: 

5 hives = $1000 per year bee replacement

 Economically not sustainable, rumored 80% hobby beekeepers quit after 

2 years. Like any hobby, money invested > money returned

 Southern Bees migrated to Montana for our purchase have no local 

adaptation

Consequences of Bee Health Decline
A Faltering Commodity



“Today, agriculture has acted like a meteorite hitting 
the Earth, and humans are selecting for species that 

can survive in an agrichemical-laden, highly simplified 
landscape. Many insect species have become 

casualties of our decisions, and we’re reshaping 
biological communities on a rapid time scale the 

planet has never experienced before. Honeybees are 
becoming one such casualty.”

Jonathan Lundgren
Regenerative Agriculturist



•Varroa parasites are in the tick family and 
feed on “Fat Bodies” (aka Endocrine 
system) which affect bees’ protein 
dependent abilities and vectors viruses 
that the bee historically combatted
•Entered the US in late 1980s
•We place insecticides in the hive to kill a 
harmful insect feeding on a beneficial insect
•The parasite that continue to live in the 
hive is the one that survived the pesticide “mass casualty event”.
•Treatments are often lethal or sub-lethal to queens, workers, brood, and humans.
•Honey and by-products are now tainted with unwelcome chemicals that the EPA/FDA 
have varying levels on their human safety.  They do build up over time.
•The only non-chemical, consumer accessible approach is Varroa Sensitive Hygiene 
bees that have shown adaptive behaviors for controlling varroa. Queens are 
purchasable for replacing your non-hygienic queens.

Varroa Destructor Mite
Problem or Symptom?



•Leave the Dandelions and non-noxious weeds!

•Bumbles, solitary bees, butterflies, Honeybees, hoverflies, beetles , 

Goldfinches, House sparrows first food out of winter

•Don’t use any pesticides, herbicides, or fungicides on plants while in flower.

•Consider replacing lawn with pollinator plants or over-seeding with White 

Clover seed.

•Honeybees are loyal to one plant a day, buy plants in diverse groups

•Purples, reds, blues, fragrants, herbs

•If you see a swarm use the “Call Now” button at the Flathead Valley 

Beekeepers Association Facebook Group or “Swarm Report” at our website

Sustainable Solutions
Home/Business Owner



•Don’t buy bees – capture swarms for free.

•Dozens of swarms are reported in our community every summer.  Many 

more exist than are seen.  

•Baited traps placed in trees or against buildings capture swarms and after a 

week or two, the frames can be moved into your hive in your apiary.

•Make splits from your winter survivors.  (Don’t import queens but use your 

own survivor eggs)

•Replace queens with VSH (varroa sensitive hygiene) queens

•You can make Bee-centric choices, not keeper-centric, when your pocket 

book is not at stake. 

Sustainable Solutions
Hobby Beekeeper



•Pollinator Initiative Program – Free Seeds!

•Flathead Valley Conservation District 

•Cost-share Funding Program for Pollinator Habitats

•Flathead Valley NRCS

•Consider cover crops instead of tillage and animal foraging 

instead of synthetic fertilizers

•Consider purchasing native bees (like Blue Orchard Mason 

Bees)

Sustainable Solutions
Land Owners



•Safe Pesticide for Veggie Gardens:  Bacillus 
thuringiensis (Bt)
•Use target-specific products
•Bt Aizawai is toxic to bees
•Plant hedgerows between crops with native flowers
•Reconsider Regenerative Agriculture instead of 
Biocides

•Influencers:
•Mark Shepard
•Gabe Brown
•Jonathan Lundgren
•BeeGirl.org

Sustainable Solutions
Farmers/Gardeners



1. Local Club meetings: Last Tuesdays monthly at 6:30 pm on the 2nd floor 
of Flathead County Health Department (Free Coffee, no fee!)

2. Classes: Taught by Angela at FVCC in May
3. Online Classes: University of Montana
4. Winterizing choices: 

1. Insulated hives – research Polystyrene or Wool wraps
2. Wind breaks a must
3. Feeding Pollen Substitute patties starting in March 

5. Purchasing Bees: 
FlatheadValleyBeekeepers.club>Resources>Bee Purchasing

6. Equipment and Books: FlatheadValleyBeekeepers.club>Getting Started
7. Cost (Highly suggest minimum of 2 hives) ~ $1200

1. $600 ($300 per hive) 
2. $360-400 ($200 per nuc or $180 package)
3. $200 for Protective gear and tools

Getting Started
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