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The ESBA survey of colony loss for winter 2012/13. 

“What good is the warmth of summer, without the cold of winter to give 
it sweetness.”  
― John Steinbeck, Travels with Charley: In Search of America 

Whilst we all bask in this glorious summer let us not forget the harsh winter and 
extended wet spring our bees had to suffer, and indeed last year’s poor summer. 
The Association has, during various meetings, beginners and intermediary 
classes stressed the importance of treating for the Varroa mite and of preparing 
colonies for winter. With this in mind, and aware of claims of high losses by 
others, we carried out a poll of members to establish what the status of winter 
survival has been for 2012/13. Members were contacted by email and also had 
the opportunity to report at the Centenary celebration.  

Twenty members responded to the questionnaire, which considered full (strong) 
and nucleus (five frames of bees or less) colonies. Of 70 strong colonies going 
into winter, 56 survived giving a loss of 20%. Of 25 nucleus colonies 12 
survived with loss rate of about 50%. This suggests that our members have done 
well with full colonies, and much better than we thought might be possible. If 
we accept that attempting to bring small colonies through winter is inherently 
more risky then the 50% loss rate might not be a surprise but there is a lesson 
here perhaps for the less experienced, i.e. certainly for one of the authors of this 
report. Our more experienced members reported uniting colonies at the end of 
the poor season to ensure that stronger colonies were going into winter. The 
comparative success with strong colonies alone is, then, a strong warning about 
how members should prepare for winter. 

When analysed in this way, the contribution of colony strength to winter 
survival is clear.  Other surveys, by the national beekeeping associations, by bee 
researchers, and by bee farmers, do not appear to discriminate on the basis of 
autumn colony strength and may include losses that are best considered 
separately. 

Members were asked about possible reasons for colony losses. They noted 
problems with poor mating conditions during the 2012 season, which gave rise 
to drone laying queens, some queens stopped laying early in the autumn, then 
isolation starvation occurred in the winter as the number of bees reduced. 

Members were questioned on Varroa treatments that were being employed. The 
majority reported the application of a thymol-based treatment in autumn and 
then oxalic acid in late December or early January. A few members also report 
the use of formic acid as well and it is known that local beekeepers are also 
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using Apivar obtained on prescription. 

It seems then that overall our members have done well, treating for Varroa, 
preparing and mainly taking strong colonies through to the spring. It impossible 
to predict what the 2013/14 winter holds for us but the lessons are there and 
suggest that members are benefiting from the advice available at the Association 
meetings. 

Bill Hunter and Gavin Ramsay (July 2013) 

 

 

Here is a reminder of what we experienced into the middle of March 2013. 


