Installing packages and nucs – Instructor outline
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Almost every piece of literature written about honey bees contains information on how to install a package of bees into wooden ware. However, new research in various areas of honey bee behaviour and biology have been completed and most beekeepers are either not aware of or have not linked the research to package installation. To successfully install a package of bees, or introduce a queen to an established colony, knowing and applying this updated information can be the difference between success or failure.
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Newer beekeepers are easily intimidated by honey bees, and understanding packaged bees and nucs can make installing them into hive bodies easier and relieve stress.
Mentors that bad mouth suppliers, or other beekeepers only hurt themselves in the long run.
Google and YouTube can be helpful but does not always contain accurate and timely information
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Pre-stage the wooden ware on the hive-stand before you go pick up the packages. Once you have the packages in hand, things need to move rather rapidly; having the equipment in place will reduce your stress level. I recommend (if you can get them) having a frame of drawn comb, a frame of honey and open nectar, and two frames of wax foundation ready to use during the package install. If you don’t have these resources available, start with 4 frames of foundation. By joining and attending a local beekeepers association, and having an experienced beekeeper as a mentor, you should be able to talk them into providing, maybe at a cost, the drawn comb and frame of honey.
Mix the sugar syrup (1 to 1) two days before the packages arrive. This will allow you to agitate the syrup again if it isn’t totally dissolved. Mixing sugar isn’t an exact science, a gallon of water weighs 8.34 pounds, add about 8 1/3 to 8.5 pounds to a gallon of water and mix. You will need a spray bottle of 1 to 1 sugar syrup to complete the installation.
Have a paperclip, or small hook of some type ready to remove the cork from the queen cage, a rubber band, thumb tack or stapler ready for queen cage installation, and a spray bottle to mist the package of bees with.
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Mentors can really help a new beekeeper in the area of either giving or charging a small fee for a frame of drawn comb, even one that need to be repaired by the bees, and a frame of resources to assist the new package to get started.
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When you’re ready to install, spray a little 1 to 1 sugar syrup onto the bees in the package, don’t drown them. Next, remove the wooden plate that is covering the syrup can and the staple holding the queen cage strap.
Slide 6
With your finger on the queen cage strap, gently tip the package sideways and allow the syrup can to come out a little. Once you have the can in hand gently set the package onto the corner of the hive body and remove the syrup can and queen cage and place the wooden plate over the hole in the package to prevent the bees from escaping.
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Hold the queen cage up so that you can see the queen, you need to verify that she is alive and not damaged in any visible way. Very rarely queens are damaged during caging and/or arrive dead. Next remove the strap from the queen cage and reposition it so that the long end is trailing away from the screen side of the cage, preparing to install the queen.
Text books show the “old” standard method we used and taught for years, which was to place the candy end of the Benton queen cage standing up so that any attendants that died would not plug up the exit hole and the queen would be released without problems when the worker bees had eaten the candy from the exit hole.
Photos that show queen cage candy that melted and ran down into the cage. Whether the bees, or hot weather overheated the queen cage candy doesn’t really matter. How often this occurs I suspect is very rarely but I don’t take the chance anymore. When you remove the cage in a few days, and see that the candy and all bees are out, you’ll assume that the queen was released and accepted since the cage is clear of bees, the queen and the candy. Whether the candy melted and ran onto the queen and killed her, or hostile bees got to her too soon is not the point if the queen is no longer present with the packaged bees you installed. Some writings suggest to place a small hole in the queen cage candy to allow a faster release of the queen. I do not recommend this because when the queen is released too soon, she may be killed by the bees.
It is recommended that you install the queen cage with the screen facing downwards onto the frame of drawn comb, cork out of the candy end, so that if the candy melts it won’t kill the queen and will allow a successful introduction. This can be done by using a staple in the side of the cage and one in the top bar, or by using a large rubber band to hold the cage in position.  Although this method makes it harder to verify queen release without removing the cage it appears to be the safest method
Slide 8
Next, you want to place a frame of open brood containing larvae of all stages next to the frame holding the queen cage. (See the research, “Influence of brood pheromone on honey bee colony establishment and queen replacement” that has been published in the Journal of Apiculture Research as an open access document, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/ full/10.1080/00218839.2020.1867336, and the American Bee Journal, May 2021, pages 525-528). By placing a frame of open brood into the colony when hiving a package, you will significantly reduce the chance of the new queen being superseded. Here is where you need to have an experienced beekeeper for a mentor as they should be able to supply the frame of open brood.  Once the caged queen has been placed onto a frame and the frame of open brood placed next to it in the equipment. At this point you should have 1 frame of honey; I frame of drawn comb with the queen attached and 1 frame of open brood.
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Place additional frames (for 10 frame equipment) leaving an empty space in the hive body that would hold 5 frames. Gently place the package into the brood chamber and take the wooden plate off of the hole in the top of the package to allow the bees to come out on their own into the brood chamber. Some beekeepers say to shake the bees out of the package into the hive body. I don’t recommend shaking bees out because there are 3500 bees in a pound, so you have received approximately 10,500 bees and a queen. Once the queen is released and starts to lay, it will take about 42 days before the first eggs she deposits into cells develop, complete hive chores and start to forage. All the while the 10,500 bees that you received are slowly decreasing in numbers due to normal deaths and attrition. By placing the cage into the hive body and allowing the bees to exit on their own you reduce the risk of killing or injuring bees in the process.
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Next, place the inner cover onto the hive body and put your feeders into an empty hive body placed on top of the inner cover. I place the shipping can of syrup, holes down, on 2 sticks and let the new colony use the syrup. I also place a quart jar of sugar syrup over one end of the hole in the inner cover, as well as a 1-gallon frame feeder filled with syrup.  Remember that this new colony has no resources to rely on except what you give them. For most of the country package bees arrive to the area well before the nectar flow begins, and colonies started from packages need to draw comb and store enough resources to survive until the nectar flow. Check the sugar syrup in your feeders every couple of days as they will require a lot to get started.
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The day after installing the package, remove the empty package and place the remaining five frames into the hive body.
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Four to five days later you need to check to see if the queen has been released. I remove the outer frame and then spread the 2 frames that the queen cage is between. I don’t remove frames to find the queen but simply remove the cage and make sure she has been released.  If the queen has not been released, using your hive tool remove a staple holding the screen on the end away from the candy, turn the cage facing downwards and holding it close to a gap between 2 frames gently pull the screen back and let the queen walk from the cage down into the colony. Caution should be taken to not release the queen while the cage is away from the gap in the frames as she could fly away and not be able to return to the colony.
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Unlike a 3-pound package of bees, a nucleus colony is already established.  The queen is laying, there is eggs, larva of all stages, capped pupa and stored pollen, nectar and honey.  What these colonies need is additional space.  Nucs will cost more than a package, but, with the right nectar flow the beekeeper may be able to harvest a little honey the first year after installing a nuc.
The first thing you want to do when bringing a nuc to your apiary is to place the nuc on the hive stand where your equipment will be and open the nuc box to allow the bees to orientate to the site.
If you don’t allow orientation flights for a couple of days before moving the nuc into your hive bodies you can lose bees to other colonies instead of keeping the small nucleus colony together.
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After allowing orientation flights, 2 to 3 days, set the nuc to the side and place your hive body back into that spot.  Open the nuc, you’ll probably want a lit smoker, and move the frames, bees and all, to your equipment.  Make sure to keep the frames in the same order and orientation when moving them.
If you can get a frame or two of drawn comb, place them on either side of the brood nests during the move.  Nucleus colonies should be populous and need additional drawn comb for the queen to lay into.  When the nectar flow starts, and the queen has no cells to lay into, nuc colonies tend to start the swarming preparations.
Fill the remaining space with frames of foundation, close up the hive body and feed the colony.
