
	
4
	 Apr/May 2011

SARE Grant Colony Update, 
4/5/11  
by Erin MacGregor-Forbes, Master Beekeeper

Spring is fast approaching; some southern 
Maine beekeepers are reporting silver maple 
bloom and pussy willow pollen. I generally 
gauge my incoming forage by the activities 
of the observation hive that I keep in the 
house and so far they are not dancing forage 
locations. But I am waiting. 

I checked the Westbrook SARE yard on 
3/12/11 and found our first significant loss-
es. Five colonies had died. This was discour-
aging, as my last check on 2/5/11 showed 
all colonies alive, but I recognize that winter 
losses often come late in the winter and into 
the early spring—and it is best not to count 
losses until the bees have reliable incoming 
food which is still several weeks away.

It was a good workout carrying the five 
colonies worth of equipment down the hill 
to my truck through 10-plus inches of snow, 
but I didn’t want what honey was left to be 
robbed by the other colonies. Snowshoes 
come in very handy for checking bees in the 
winter, but add an extra-awkward dimen-
sion when carrying out equipment. I ended 

up just slogging up and down the hill in 
my boots, and by the time I was done I’d 
mashed down a pretty good path. I am sure 
the honey and drawn comb will come in 
very handy for increase colonies or swarms 
this year, so I brought it home and will  
protect the combs from damage until they 
can be put to good use later in the spring.

The good news is that the rest of the colo-
nies in the SARE yard looked very good. 
The day I inspected, the temperature was 
approximately 45°F so I did not keep the 
colonies open for long, but in the case of the 
live colonies, I did reorganize honey to move 
it closer to the bee cluster where necessary. 

As we do every time we inspect the SARE 
colonies, I used our “hive inspection sheet” 
to keep notes on each colony, including my 
notes on the dead colonies and what appeared  
to be the cause. The inspection sheet is based  
on a standard commercial inspection sheet, 
but with a few modifications to make it easier 
to use and more relevant to our project.  
A PDF of the sheet (shown ½-size at right) 
can be downloaded from the MSBA website  
at mainebeekeepers.org/pdf/overland-hive-
inspection-sheet.pdf. I encourage you  
to print it and use it in your own apiary. 

We will do our final inspections of the SARE  
colonies at the end of April or beginning  

of May, depending on the weather. Then we 
will finish compiling the data and I’ll write 
the final report and create a presentation 
explaining our project and the results. I will 
present the results at the EAS conference in 
Warwick, RI on Friday, July 29th at 1:30pm. 
I am very excited and honored to be on the  
program at EAS. I hope to see a big turnout 
of beekeepers from Maine and New England,  
as EAS is really the best beekeeping educa-
tional opportunity available in the US,  
and we are very lucky to have it so close  
to Maine this year.

Outreach is a big part of any Sustainable 
Agriculture program, and a major focus of 
the SARE project. As part of my outreach, 
on March 8, I had the honor of speaking  
at the Prince William Regional Beekeepers  
Association monthly meeting in Manassas, VA. 
The Prince William beekeepers also have  
a SARE Grant working with nucs and pack-
ages with their new beekeepers. They invited 
me to talk about my SARE project and also 
about small-scale backyard queen rearing. 

The trip was fantastic and the group was  
really amazing. Nearly 100 beekeepers 
turned out for the Tuesday night meeting.  
I flew-in a few hours early and had a chance 
to do some hive inspections with my host, 
Karla Eisen prior to going out for dinner 
with several of the beekeepers. (The weather 

Snowshoes come in very handy for checking bees in the winter.
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was in the low 50s and some spring bulbs 
and Maples were blooming). After dinner 
I gave my talk. It was a great opportunity 
for me to get out and present the reasoning 
behind my SARE project and to cover some 
of the fundamentals of the project. Putting 
the presentation together for Prince William 
created good basis for the beginning of my 
full presentation. 

I always value getting together with other 
beekeepers. There were a few people in  
attendance that I knew from EAS and other 
national meetings, but for the most part  
I met a whole lot of new people. The Prince 
William group is very active and enthusiastic,  
with many workshops at the intermediate  
as well as the beginner level. I came home 
with some neat ideas which I hope to bring  
to MSBA and the Cumberland Club, and  
I expect we’ll hear from some of the Virginia  

beekeepers who spend vacation time in Maine  
in the summer.

I’m glad to be on the home stretch towards 
real spring; I saw the bees in the Westbrook 

SARE yard carrying in pollen for the first 
time this year on 4/4/11. I’m keeping my 
fingers crossed for the remaining colonies 
and looking forward to another great year  
of beekeeping in Maine. 

The Prince William meeting was full of enthusiastic beekeepers, including my host, Karla Eisen (left), and Keith Fletcher (right).


