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Editor’s Message 
by Kathleen Stang 

I hope everyone had a wonderful Thanksgiving. Continuing in the 
spirit of the holidays, our annual Holiday Dinner will be held on 
Tuesday, December 5th, at 7:00 upstairs at the Old City Hall 
Restaurant.  Please RSVP your Evite no later than December 1st, 
so as to insure that the correct amount of food is prepared.  If 
for some reason you did NOT receive an Evite in your email, and 
you wish to attend, please contact me immediately at 
secretarygba@gilroybees.com 

Also, if you have any gallon size nursery pots you would like to 
recycle, please bring them to the meeting for Cathy Carlson.  
This is an ongoing request, so if you forget, you can bring it to 
any monthly meeting.   Thank you Cathy, for taking these!            
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President’s Message 
by Randy Fox 

  
  

December already, where has the year gone!? For me the end of 
the year is a time to reflect back on all the things that went 
well and those that did not go quite as planned. I went back and 
looked at the President’s message from last December to see 
what the goals were that the board set for 2017 and I thought 
this would be a good time and place to review them. 
The goals that the board outlined included the following 
1. Expanding the number of classes and presentations at our 
meetings (including some "hands on" events). 
2. Doing more community outreach. 
3. Obtaining our 501c3 tax exempt status. 
4. Obtaining liability insurance coverage. 
5. Developing a budget. 
  
1. Expanding our class offering had mixed results for us. On the 

positive side we were able to do several hands-on work 
days teaching members how to make bottom boards. We 
were able to do several field meetings at Grant’s bee yard 
and we were able to purchase two bee packages that we 
will be able to leverage for more bee oriented classes in 
the future. Mike Stang has put together several 
presentations at meetings and we hope to have him 
continue these in 2018 . On the down side we had to cancel 
our top bar class several times as there were not sufficient 
sign ups to make it financially feasible. As we move forward 
I believe one of the challenges facing the board is to find 
ways of delivering training from outside resources at an 
affordable price point. I believe that we have some very 



capable and experienced members within the club who 
would be able to create these same learning experiences. 

2. I think we did well in our community outreach. Paula Joiner 
and Grant Wolfe continue to do outstanding work in going 
to local schools and educating our future beekeepers. For 
the second year in a row we had an excellent response 
from the public at the Santa Cruz County Fair. Thanks to 
Roark Diters for leading the way on this important project 
and thanks to all the members who volunteered their time 
to support our display. 

3. Obtaining our 501c3 status remains a work in progress. I am 
continuing to work with the California Garden Club Inc. to 
make this happen 

4. Thru our new membership with the California Garden Club 
Inc. we were finally able to get insurance coverage at a 
reasonable price. 

5. Finally, the board made a first attempt at creating a budget 
and presented it to the general membership at the start of 
the year. The board will be working on a budget for 2018 
shortly and I currently plan to present it at the February 
meeting. 

Having said all this, we (the board and the members at large) 
never want to lose track of the fact that we are a group all 
about bees and beekeeping. I speak for myself and I believe 
that I speak for the board as well when I say that we are 
always looking for ways to make the Association more 
enjoyable and educational for the members. 

I look forward to the challenges and opportunities that 2018 will 
present.                   
           



December Member Photo 
For those of you you who missed the November meeting, we had 
an informative and entertaining fondant-making demonstration 
by Roark, Michael and Grant (The 3 Amigos, Musketeers, or 
Stooges?  You decide!)  Here is a photo submitted by Sharon 
McCray for your viewing pleasure.  Thanks again guys!  That was 
fun! 

 



Recipe of The Month 
Submitted by Michael Stang  

Fondant for Bees 

Prep 10 minutes · Cook 1 hour · Makes Serves: 4-5 hives  
INGREDIENTS 
  10 lb granulated sugar 
  2 cups water 
  1 tablespoon vinegar or lemon juice 
  5-8 drops essential oil (optional):  Anise, tea tree, spearmint, 

lemongrass, peppermint, or wintergreen. 
DIRECTIONS 
Measure the water and the vinegar (or lemon juice) into a large pot 
and bring to a slow simmer. 
Pour in the sugar, stirring until it dissolves completely. Keep stirring 
until you feel no “grits” in the water. If the sugar won’t dissolve add 
more water, little by little, until all the crystals disappear. 
Once the sugar is completely dissolved, you can gently turn up the 
heat to medium high and stop stirring. Insert your candy 
thermometer. Boil the mixture until the thermometer reads 234° F, 
then remove the pot from the heat. Set the pot aside to cool to 
about 200° F. You can set the pot in a sink of ice water to speed up 
the process, but it is not necessary. 
When the fondant reaches about 200° F you may add a few drops of 
essential oils, if desired.*   
If you want a doughier consistency, start with 1 quart of water, and 
after cooking, pour the fondant into a stand mixer with a paddle 
attachment and slowly beat until the mixture turns light-colored and 
smooth. Alternatively, you may knead the fondant with your hands, 
but be careful of the heat. 
Divide the mixture into aluminum pans and then allow it to cool 
completely.  Once cool, wrap the fondant in plastic wrap or wax 
paper. You can store the fondant for several weeks in a cool place, 
or for long periods in the freezer. 
  * check flash point of essential oils. 



Plant of The Month 
Tree Dahlia 

                                   Dahlia imperialis 

This beautiful fast-growing perennial is native to Mexico, Central 
America, and Columbia. It is fairly drought tolerant and is 
attractive to honeybees as an important winter producer of 
pollen.  Typical growth in the wild is about 20’ high with flower 
blooms about 4-6” across.  It has bamboo-like stalks which the 
Aztec hunters used to carry water.  It prefers full sun.  According 
to Sunset this plant grows best in zones 4-6,8-9,14-24, and 
blooms around here November-December.  Cut to the ground in 
Early Spring to propagate stalk sections.  The Stangs will have 
some available then, if anyone wants one. 



                        News from the Bee World  
Articles courtesy of The W.A.S., Bee Culture Magazine, ABJ, and A.A.S. 

PUERTO RICO'S AFRICAN HONEY BEES HAVE BEEN SELECTED TO BE 
GENTLE, AND ARE ALREADY VARROA RESISTANT 

   A genomic study of Puerto Rico’s Africanized honey bees has 
found out why they are more docile than other so-called killer 
bees – and are far less susceptible to Varroa mite. 

   University of Illinois postdoctoral researcher Arian Avalos says 
the study found they retain most of the genetic traits of their 
African honey bee ancestors, but a few regions of their DNA 
have become more like those of European honey bees. 

   The researchers say these changes likely contributed to the 
bees’ rapid evolution toward gentleness in Puerto Rico, a change 
that occurred within 30 years. 

   The territory’s Africanized bees are also highly resistant to the 
Varroa mite. 

  The mites, along with pesticides used to treat infested bees, 
are believed to be major factors in the widespread decline of 
honey bees across the globe. 

   In previous research in the Giray laboratory, scientists showed 
Puerto Rico’s gentle Africanized bees groom themselves 
aggressively when infested with Varroa, removing the mites 
almost as soon as they appear. 

   “Infestation of European honey bees with the mites elicits 
very little response,” says Avalos, who previously worked with 



Giray in Puerto Rico. This could be good news for beekeepers 
who want to develop a gentle honey bee that is also Varroa-
resistant.” 

   The findings, reported in the journal Nature Communications, 
could lead to advances that will bolster honey bee populations 
in the Americas. 

   Africanized bees are the offspring of African honey bees and 
their European counterparts. In the late 1950s, these aggressive 
killer bees escaped from an experimental breeding program in 
Brazil. That program had set out to produce a desirable mix of 
traits from the gentle European bees and their African 
counterparts, which were more aggressive, disease-resistant and 
adapted to a tropical climate. 

   Ironically, what scientists failed to do in the laboratory was 
eventually accomplished by happenstance. 

   Africanized honey bees arrived in Puerto Rico, most likely on a 
ship, by accident, in the 1990s, and within three decades had 
evolved into the gentle, yet hardy, Africanized bees that 
dominate the island today. 

   Biology professor Tugrul Giray of the University of Puerto Rico, 
a co-author of the new study, first reported on the gentle Puerto 
Rican bees in the journal Evolutionary Applications in 2012. 
Giray is a co-author of the new study. 

   To gain insight into how the bees became gentle, the 
researchers sequenced the genomes of 30 gentle Puerto Rican 
bees, 30 Africanized bees from Mexico and 30 European honey 
bees from central Illinois. 

x-apple-data-detectors://3


   “The benefit of having these three populations is that you can 
compare and contrast between the three,” Avalos says. 

    Avalos conducted the research with U. of Illinois entomology 
professor Gene Robinson; crop sciences professor Matthew 
Hudson; and Guojie Zhang and Hailin Pan of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences. 

   The team discovered that, for the most part, the genomes of 
the gentle bees resembled those of their Africanized forebears. 
Specific regions of the DNA, however, had shifted in the gentle 
bees, reflecting more of their European heritage. 

    These regions appeared to be under positive selection. This 
means that something in the bees’ environment was favoring 
these genetic signatures over others. 

   The scientists hypothesize that the bees evolved to be more 
docile as a result of living on a very densely populated island 
from which they could not easily escape. Humans likely 
eradicated the most aggressive bees, aiding their more docile 
counterparts. 

   “Evolution involves changes in the frequency of gene variants 
across a population, and that’s what we’re seeing in Puerto 
Rico,” says Robinson, who directs the Institute for Genomic 
Biology at Illinois. “Now we know that these gentle Africanized 
bees can be genetically distinguished both from other 
Africanized honey bees and from European honey bees.” 

   The researchers say the new findings offer a bit of hope for 
the beleaguered beekeeping industry. 



   European honey bees tend to have less genetic diversity than 
Africanized bees, which carry both European and African honey 
bee genes. European honey bees also are more susceptible to a 
host of debilitating parasites and pathogens. Their rapid decline 
since 2005, a phenomenon known as colony collapse disorder, is 
disrupting agriculture around the world. 

   “The fact that we’ve shown that the genetics of these Puerto 
Rican bees are very distinct from the European bees, and the 
fact that they are demonstrably gentle, makes it very 
interesting as a potential way to mitigate pollinator decline,” 
Hudson says. 
                                        Courtesy of  the W.A.S. Newsletter, November, 2017

                   

 



                   My December Beekeeping To-Do List 
By 

Serge Labesque 

  
Was the firestorm a good reason to feed our colonies? 

When the horrific October fires broke out in Sonoma, Napa 
and Lake Counties, there were some beekeepers who were 
saying that our hives should be fed, as the bees, having been 
exposed to so much smoke, would consume their stores. That 
opinion was even expressed during one of the radio programs 
that related to fire damage. I disagreed then and, after 
inspecting many colonies in the weeks that followed, I am 
convinced that it was an unwarranted and unsound 
recommendation. My reasoning was that bees can only ingest 
and hold in their crops up to fifty percent of their body weight 
in honey. This means that a four-pound bee population, which is 
an average for the weight of the all the adults in a hive in mid-
fall, could withdraw, at most, two pounds of honey from their 
winter stores. It would then take the bees three to four days to 
consume this honey, if they were really forced to do so. From 
this, it can be seen that the mass of winter stores that were in 
the hives would not be significantly reduced. The premise that a 
colony would deplete its winter stores in a matter of hours or 
even in a few days just does not hold. Therefore, feeding 
surviving colonies in these conditions was not even necessary to 
begin with. You may look at it this way: Could you eat the 
contents of your refrigerator and pantry before evacuating your 
home? Probably not. At most, maybe you’d grab something you 
could take with you. 

But it gets worse. Feeding colonies in these circumstances 
could actually harm them. How? Simply because they had nearly 
completed the preparations of their nests for winter and were 
transitioning to their cold-season routine. Consider this: 



Providing sugar syrup can entice the queens to resume or 
accelerate egg-laying. In October, this is exactly the opposite of 
what is normal and highly desirable. As a consequence, such a 
late bout of brood rearing would weaken the winter bees, as 
they would be forced to become nurse bees too early in their 
lives. Furthermore, the winter bees would also be compromised 
for having to process the syrup provided by beekeepers. Feeding 
might in effect have turned the winter bees into short-lived 
summer bees at the worst possible time of the year for this to 
happen. In addition, the rebounding brood nests would become 
powerful mite nurseries just when the varroa populations should 
have begun to decrease. 

Rounds of inspections of many hives that had been affected 
by the fires confirmed that the colonies still had ample amounts 
of stores in perfect condition. There was indeed no need to feed 
them. Attesting to the trauma the colonies had experienced, 
however, were bee parts, mostly wings and legs that were 
visible on the monitoring trays of the hives. Evidently, the bees 
had been fanning frantically while attempting to dissipate the 
smoke, or to cool their nests when much around them was 
ablaze. But life went on even in places where everything around 
them had been turned to ashes, and foragers could be seen 
bringing in supplies. They were certainly flying beyond the fire-
ravaged areas to collect them. Understandably, the colonies 
remained defensive for a few weeks afterward. This behavior 
could have been caused by the lingering odor of burned 
vegetation or by robbing, a condition that feeding would 
certainly have exacerbated. 

Although the idea of feeding the colonies might have 
sounded like a caring thought, I saw it as a dangerous 
suggestion. When the fires broke out in October, most colonies 
had already prepared their nests for winter. They could face just 
about any emergency short of total destruction. The other hives, 



those that were not ready for winter, were unlikely to make it to 
spring, fires or not. 

!  
Seemingly untouched by the flames that burned everything 
around them, these two hives survived the October firestorm. 
The hives had to be propped up by Lizanne Pastore and Will 
Bucklin, as they were sinking into a hole created by roots 
burning underneath. 



December in the apiaries 
A few bees may come out of the hives for a few hours 

during the mildest of these short days. Most of the time, they 
are inside, huddled in calm, compact clusters. This is good. The 
queens can rest, too. With no brood to feed or keep warm, with 
no disturbance, the colonies consume very little of their stores. 
It’s a time of relative inactivity, or so it seems. And yet, it’s a 
phase in the life of the colonies that is important for their 
future health. Since there is no brood in the hives, the varroa 
mites have no place where they can hide and reproduce. The 
bees can eliminate these unprotected pests by grooming. These 
are the winter bees that were raised earlier in the fall. In a few 
weeks, after the winter solstice, the queens will resume egg 
laying, and then, all of a sudden, life will be different in the 
hives. But thanks to this period of broodlessness and good 
grooming behavior, there will be few of those nasty parasites 
left to harm the young. 

We are not opening hives during this season. So, unless we 
can watch our bees through the side panes of an observation 
hive, not much of the colony’s winter life is directly visible. But 
there are ways to know what is going on inside our hives, even 
when there is no activity at the entrances or in the flight paths. 
We can listen to the soft and very faint hum coming from the 
clusters by placing an ear on the sides of the hives. However, 
short of using some of the sophisticated electronic hive 
monitoring devices that are now becoming available, the simple 
monitoring trays we keep under the screens of the hive bottoms 
are among the best tools to remain informed about our bees’ 
condition. 

I swing by the apiaries for occasional leisurely walks. The 
exterior of the hives is checked to make sure that the wind or 
some other element has not caused any damage. The monitoring 
trays are pulled out from under the screens for a minute, long 
enough to examine the amount and type of debris cast off by 



the colonies. I take a few pictures, which I will enlarge and 
study closely at home for details I may have missed while in the 
field. There is usually very little debris on the trays in late fall 
and early winter, as there is no longer any brood emerging. But 
the varroa mite fall can increase while the bees are eliminating 
these parasites. This is actually a welcome sign that the bees 
are controlling them. On the contrary, the colonies that 
maintain large brood nests are cause for concern. Not only do 
they consume their stores faster, but they also allow the mite 
population to grow. These will not be my favorite sources of 
queens during the spring, even if they stay alive until then. 

It is quite useful to review the apiary notes we collected 
during the year. This exercise helps us draw lessons from what 
happened and makes us better beekeepers. We can make plans 
for next year. Will we need more equipment, more bees? What 
will we do differently and how? 

It’s time to clean and repair our equipment and tools, to 
procure or fabricate whatever we will need, frames, supers and 
whatnot, and have it at the ready next spring. 

Let’s not forget that, sadly, many beehives were lost to the 
October fires. Come next spring, those that will have survived 
the ordeal and come out of winter successfully will be valuable 
sources of new colonies to replace the lost ones. We might as 
well prepare nuc boxes to make numerous splits that we can 
offer to the beekeepers that will need them. 

It’s also a good time to plant bee forage. Isn’t this a good 
way to warm up on a cold winter day? 

  
In summary, this month: 
  
- Inspect the exterior condition of the hives: 
• The hive tops should be properly set and secured. 
• Observe the hive entrances and the ground in front of the 
hives. 



• Verify that the hive entrances remain unobstructed. 
• On nice days, observe the flight paths and the bee activity. 
- Examine monitoring trays. 
- Verify that mice have not entered hives (telltale clues of their 
presence are visible on the monitoring trays, as coarse pieces of 
comb, mouse feces, etc.). 
- Ensure that the hives are adequately ventilated. 
- Clean and scorch tools and equipment. 
- Pour the ashes out of the smoker and scrub the tar build-up. 
- Repair and build beekeeping equipment. 
- Review notes from the year. 
- Plan next season (evaluate the need for equipment and bees). 
- Read and learn more about bees and beekeeping. 
- Enjoy some honey. 

Happy Holidays to all of you from the Labesques! 
  

Serge Labesque © 2017 



Calendar of Events 

Tuesday, Dec. 5:  
Holiday Dinner (No Regular Meeting) 7:00  

Upstairs at Old City Hall Restaurant  

Upcoming Classes and Conferences 

No local events scheduled. 

Happy Holidays! 

 



Bee Club Meetings 
 

First Monday of the month  
Santa Clara Valley Beekeepers Guild 

6:15 pm 
Dwell Christian Church San Jose  

1292 Minnesota Ave San Jose CA 95125  
http://beeguild.org/ 

First Tuesday of the month  
Gilroy Beekeepers Association  

7:00 pm 
Old City Hall Restaurant 

7400 Monterey Rd.  
Gilroy, Ca  

http://www.gilroybees.com 

First Wednesday of the month  
Santa Cruz Beekeepers Guild 

6:30 pm 
El Rio Mobile Home Park,  

 2120 N. Pacific Ave.  
Santa Cruz, CA 

http://santacruzbees.com 

First Thursday of the month  
Beekeepers Guild of San Mateo 

7:00 pm 
Trinity Presbyterian Church 

1106 Alameda de Pulgas 
San Carlos, CA 

http://www.sanmateobeeguild.org/ 

First Saturday of the month  
Monterey Bay Beekeepers 

8:00 am 

Black Bear Diner 

2450 N. Fremont Street Monterey, CA 93940  
http://www.montereybaybeekeepers.org/ 

http://beeguild.org/
http://www.gilroybees.com
http://santacruzbees.com
http://www.sanmateobeeguild.org/
http://www.montereybaybeekeepers.org/


Please Support Our Loyal Sponsors  
 

 


