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Bees in the City: 
A Good Thing or a 
Dangerous Thing?

A  s u b j e c T  w i T h  
  N o  r e A d y  A N s w e r

Beekeeping has an image problem: 
To too many people, beekeepers 
“harbor” dangerous animals. Many 
people have instinctual fears about 
snakes, spiders, bears, sharks, and, 
unfortunately, bees. These deep-rooted 
fears are not easily allayed. Across 
Alabama and the United States, in 
villages, townships, counties, and 
cities, bee ordinances have been 
issued. To the best of my knowledge, 
there is no central information source 
that one can access to determine what 
the “bee ordinances” are.

In Ohio, while one town was 
enacting restrictive ordinances, a 
nearby county was developing a 
program to give beehives to qualified 
individuals. In the same state, there 
were two governmental agencies 
preparing opposite initiatives. How 
much can municipalities truly hope to 
restrict bee activity within the city or 
town? Beehives located on the fringe 
of the city limit could still forage 3 to 
5 miles into the city.  

Beekeepers need to be practical 
about this potentially volatile issue. 
It is true that in some locations, 
beekeeping should probably not be 
practiced. These areas, however, are 
intuitively obvious. Near schools, 
public parks, and retail areas are 
examples of places that are probably 
not conducive to beekeeping. But how 
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near? A mile? 500 yards? How many 
colonies can reasonably be kept on a 
¼ acre city lot? Well, a lot depends on 
that “lot.” In almost every situation, 
the practicality of keeping or not 
keeping bees in a given area comes 
down to details. How competent 
is the beekeeper? How close to the 
neighbors are the hives? How many 
hives are being kept? Are the lives of 
surrounding people negatively affected 
by the bee project? What is bad for 
one backyard may be perfectly fine in 
a different backyard of the same size. 

This is not a new issue, and 
beekeeping groups have tried for 
many, many years to develop “Good 
Neighbor” programs. I suspect that 
the simple gift of free honey once a 
year will no longer carry the day as 

people become more and more isolated 
from nature and agriculture. The life 
experiences of a child 50 years ago 
are not the life experiences of a child 
today. We, as beekeepers, should not 
assume that a child knows not to 
“bother the bees.” 

Some of the primary issues 
besides stinging are: swarming, water 
foragers, and flight zones. Beekeepers 
lose swarms. Though we try to stop 
or reduce their numbers, the fact is 
that some swarms get away. On the 
one hand, reduced bee populations is 
a problem and swarms should help; 
on the other hand, a swarm taking 
residence in a neighbor’s home is a 
pest situation. In dry seasons, around 
swimming pools and bird-watering 
devices, bees truly can become a 
nuisance. Situating hives in such 
a way that flying bees crash into 
neighbors is unacceptable. Yet, bees 
forage over a wide area. How could  
we ever restrict their movement? 

Many people  
have instinctual fears 
about snakes, spiders, 

bears, sharks, and, 
unfortunately, bees.
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b e e  h o u s e s

A somewhat drastic plan is to 
actually house bees inside a storage 
building with access through the wall. 
For a while in our U.S. beekeeping 
history, bee houses were common. 
Today, such buildings nearly do not 
exist. While these buildings do nothing 
to restrict the bees’ flight range, these 
buildings do keep out the uninitiated, 
and they keep your beekeeping practices 
out of your neighbors’ thoughts. They 
may even help the bees thrive, but 
the costs of such a specialized building 
cannot be ignored. 

    s o m e  s T i N g i N g      
    s T A T i s T i c s

• Each year, about 9.3 million 
people are stung by ants in the 
United States. During that same 
average year, other Hymenoptera, 
including bees, account for about 
1 million stings.

 o Approximately 1 person in  
 400 is stung each year.

 o Nearly everyone is stung in  
 their lifetime at least once by  
 a Hymenopterous insect.  

• Large local reactions occur in 
17 to 56 percent of those stung. 
An estimated 1 to 2 percent of 
people experience a generalized 
reaction; 5 percent of sting 
victims seek medical care.

• In the United States, wasps  
and bees cause 30 to 120  
deaths annually.  

Bee and Hymenoptera Stings 
http://www.emedicine.com/emerg/
topic55.htm

Though one death by stinging 
insects is one too many, the actual 
risk of dying from an insect is very 
low. For comparison, 341 people 
die each year by drowning in their 
bathtub, and 327 people accidentally 
suffocate in bed. From a risk stance, 
each year, far more people drown 
in their bathtub or suffocate in bed 
than die from bee and wasp stings. 
(Source: The Most Common Causes 
of Death Due to Injury in the United 
States, http://danger.mongabay.
com/injury_death.htm)

“We want bees for 
pollination, but we 

want them kept 
somewhere else.”

b e e K e e p i N g  s A f e T y

So, what’s a beekeeper to do? 
In years past, we could keep bees 
essentially anywhere. Those days 
are gone—or at least nearly so. The 
practical things we can do have been 
recommended for many years. Here 
are a few tips:
• Fence or seclude the bees behind 

shrubbery. Such barriers do not 
restrict the bees’ foraging area, but 
such barriers would keep curious 
kids away and reassure fretful 
neighbors. Barriers also cause 
the bees to fly over the heads of 
nearby people.

• Provide a dependable water source. 
Dependable is a very important 
characteristic here. It should never 
run dry. If it does, water foragers 
will find another source, and 
retraining them to a different water 
source is extremely challenging 
during that particular season.

• Don’t overstock the location. 
Sometimes beekeepers get too 
many colonies in a small area. 
Please be reasonable about the 
number of colonies managed 
in an urban backyard. In some 
instances, colony numbers—even 
a few—can be a real pest in the 
cold season as they take cleansing 
flights. If the neighbor’s car is 
in that flight path, yet another 
neighborhood squabble can result. 

• Control swarming. This is a tough 
criterion, but having the neighbor 
give you a call to come gather 
thousands of “dangerous” bees is 
even tougher. Some of you have 
tolerant neighbors, but others of 
you have neighbors who would 
readily take you to court if given 
the chance. If at all possible, 
have a safe, secluded second yard. 
Keep a few colonies in your urban 
backyard, but have a second 
place where you can take excess 
colonies or position the bulk of 
your colony numbers. It will not 
be as convenient, but having 
a second location can give you 
options if problems arise. 

Across the United States and 
within Alabama, this issue of where 
to keep bees and how many colonies 
to keep is an ongoing challenge. 
Restrictive ordinances are erratic 
and spotty. Some localities seem to 
support beekeeping and appreciate 
what bees do, while other areas are 
fearful and restrictive. U.S. beekeepers 
are evolving more toward the urban 
setting. The conundrum “We want 
bees for pollination, but we want them 
kept somewhere else” is somewhat like 
landfills. We have to have them, but 
we really don’t want them next door 
to us. This urban bee question is only 
going to become more of a challenge. 
Beekeepers must be mindful of their 
neighbors’ fears and take measures to 
reduce the negative impact their bees 
have on the surrounding community. 

“In the United 
States, wasps and 

bees cause 30 to 120 
deaths annually.”
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Bee Swarms—
Finally

After many years of essentially no 
wild swarms, swarming is slowly and 
erratically returning to the beekeeping 
community. While this biological 
event is not particularly a good thing 

Q u i r K y  s w A r m  # 2

In early June, near Dothan, a 
large swarm issued as my brother and I 
watched. Without apparent cause, the 
bees began to sting us. Only a couple at 
first, so I thought they were accidental 
stings. Suddenly, we had bees aggressively 
attacking us—and we had no protective 
gear! Since no one was watching, we ran.

The swarm settled near the 
ground on a flexible Mimosa branch. 
Without protective gear, but with an 
empty hive with combs, we eased the 
bee box underneath swarm. Ten to 
fifteen angry bees came after us and, 
again, we ran. After they quieted, I 
rushed up to the limb, gave it a shake, 
and for the third time—ran. They 
went back to the limb. This scenario 
went on for several cycles before we 
gave up. We went back that night, got 
the swarm, and moved it miles away. 
At the new location, south of Dothan, 
they finally stayed within the box. I 
can’t explain why the swarm was so 
aggressive, but I suspect it was the hot, 
dry weather. (I don’t suspect that the 
bees were Africanized. While they 
were aggressive, they were not that 
aggressive.) I really can’t explain it. 

Q u i r K y  s w A r m  # �

I keep a nine-frame observation 
hive in my bee lab. It is three frames 
side-by-side. It built up nicely, and as 
I expected, it swarmed. Then, it went 
weird. The issuing swarm attempted 
to enter a nearby strong colony. 
Bedlam resulted with bees fighting 
and killing one another. There was 
no way to separate the bees because 
I could not tell which bees belonged 
to which colony. Finally, a 1 ½ pound 
cluster formed on the back edge of the 
colony, and I put it in a nuc where it 
stayed. Far more bees were dead from 
the mortal combat than were in the 
nuc. Surprisingly, the queen was in 
the swarm, so the now-much-smaller 
swarm has been trying to recover. 

This observation hive went on to 
cast three after-swarms. Two of these 
secondary swarms were queenless. All 
in all, it was a strange swarming event. 
I don’t know what that was all about.  

I have several more swarm stories 
from the spring of 2008, but I sense 
that my point has been made. There 
were more swarms this spring, but 
some of them acted oddly. I suppose 
that is okay. I would rather have odd 
swarms than no swarms at all. 

A b o u T  T h e  A u T h o r

For those of you who are new to 
Beeline, I would like to explain my 
appointment at Auburn University. I 
am contracted by Auburn University’s 
Department of Entomology and 
Plant Pathology to provide extension 
programs and beekeeping information 
to Alabamians. I am an Alabama 
native (originally from Dothan), but 
I have worked for many years at The 
Ohio State University. If you contact 
me, it will be in Wooster, Ohio, where 
my lab is located. That may seem 
odd, but with the development of 
electronic communications—such as 
this newsletter—I am able to meet 
most beekeeping needs from this 
distance. Additionally, I am frequently 
in Alabama for various beekeeping 
reasons. Feel free to contact me at 
Tew.1@osu.edu.

figure 1.  A large and aggressive swarm near 
Dothan, Alabama

for efficient hive management, it is 
an indication that bees are trying to 
recover from more than 20 years of 
Varroa mite predation. The number 
of swarms varies from season to season 
and from location to location. Still, 
our springtime swarm numbers are 
nowhere near what they were before 
Varroa’s arrival, but at least there are 
now some swarms each spring.

Beekeepers love oddities. Why did 
the bees reject their queen? Why did 
one beekeeper make honey while a 
neighboring beekeeper made nothing? 
Why did some colonies die during 
winter while others lived? I found 
that several swarms were outright odd 
this past swarming season. Did these 
strange swarms mean anything, or did 
each have a separate, logical answer?

 Q u i r K y  s w A r m  # 1 

This smallish swarm issued 
just after a good rain. That was not 
unusual, but the rain was not finished. 
Aren’t bees supposed to have a keen 
sense of weather prediction? We hived 
the low, wet the swarm, and sat the 
nuc box on the ground. The bees went 
back to the limb almost immediately. 
The rain continued. The next day, 
while still raining, we hived the swarm 
again—this time leaving the nuc box 
closer to the swarm. It went back 
to the sodden, wet pine limb that 
it had been on. (This was becoming 
exasperating because it was wet and soggy 
near the swarm.) For the third time, 
we hived the swarm, but this time we 
used a bee vacuum to capture the wet, 
forlorn bees. We released the captured 
bees into a different nuc box, and you 
know what they did? Strike three. We 
gave up. A couple of days later, the 
swarm left for unknown locations. I 
can’t explain the swarm’s behavior.

ARCHIVE

mailto:Tew.1@osu.edu


�  Alabama Cooperative Extension System

james e. Tew
Beekeeping Advisor

Alabama Cooperative Extension System
Alabama A&M and Auburn Universities

Contact information:
The Ohio State University

1680 Madison Avenue 
Wooster, OH 44691

(330)263-3684 
Tew.1@osu.edu 

www.beelab.osu.edu

Trade names are used only to give specific information. The Alabama 
Cooperative Extension System does not endorse or guarantee any 
product and does not recommend one product instead of another 
that might be similar.

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work in agriculture 
and home economics, Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, and 
other related acts, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture. The Alabama Cooperative Extension System (Alabama 
A&M University and Auburn University) offers educational programs, 
materials, and equal opportunity employment to all people without 
regard to race, color, national origin, religion, sex, age, veteran 
status, or disability.

© 2008 by the Alabama Cooperative Extension System. All rights reserved.

In an adaptive sense, future 
Alabama beekeepers may not want to 
keep bees near dwellings or populated 
areas, as is the case now. Swarms may 
not be as desirable in the future, and 
colony queens will become more 
important than ever. In other states, 
such as California, beekeeping has gone 
on with few changes, but in Arizona, 
hobby beekeeping has been battered.

This will be an important issue for 
future beekeepers and elected officials, 
but other than prepare programs 
and develop action plans, little can 
be done until the bees become a 
problem for our state. Evidence from 
states already Africanized indicates 
that educating the public is the key 
to managing the new bees’ arrival. 
Educational programs will require 
an intelligent and qualified cadre of 
knowledgeable beekeepers to help both 
with educational programs and with 
AHB controls. It is unfortunate that 
we have to go through this change, but 
seemingly little can be done. 

Stay tuned.

w w w . h o N e y b e e l A b . c o m

I have had my web page 
extensively revamped to include 
blogs. I am still training myself to 
blog, so don’t expect too much too 
soon. I do foresee, however, the 
blog-like concept becoming more of 
the Alabama beekeeping program. 
At your convenience, log onto www.
honeybeelab.com and be a part of this 
electronic development.

Specifically, I am working on the 
following new initiatives to better serve 
both beekeepers and Alabama citizens. 
Other program attributes, such as 
participation in Alabama beekeeping 
events and responding to requests for 
information, remain unchanged. 
• Continually improve and 

modernize web pages to include 
interactive blogging.

• Develop the technology to 
produce simple, subject-related 
DVDs to be used at meetings. 

• Cooperate closely with the 
apiculture personnel at the 
Alabama Department of 
Agriculture on all bee issues, 
including the future arrival of the 
Africanized honey bee.

T h e  A f r i c A N i z e d  
  h o N e y  b e e  Q u e s T i o N

Many years ago, as Africanized 
honey bees (AHB) invaded Texas, 
the media was full of reports and 
predictions. In reality, very little could 
be done to stop the infamous bees’ 
invasion. The AHB has now colonized 
much of the southwest United States 
and has recently added Florida to 
the list. There seem to be no obvious 

reasons why the bee won’t one day be 
found in all the southeastern states, 
including Alabama. There are no 
magic sprays, no barrier fences, no 
breeding programs—nothing to keep 
the bee from coming to Alabama 
should it choose to do so.

Mr. Dennis Barclift, State 
Apiarist, Alabama Department 
of Agriculture and Industries, has 
initiated training programs for 
selected first-responders in Alabama. 
It is anticipated that Mr. Barclift will 
include comments in this newsletter as 
the AHB becomes an Alabama issue. 
While bee life is expected to survive 
in Alabama after the AHB’s arrival, 
there will have to be educational 
and adaptive programs to help both 
citizens and beekeepers as we plan to 
cope with the future change. Recently 
in Alabama, a misfortunate individual 
burned down an expensive storage 
building while trying to kill a bee 
colony. This is an instance where 
future education about the AHB and 
how to control it will be critical. In 
most instances, trained individuals 
with the appropriate equipment would 
be the proper individuals to deal with 
this bee. 

The ways we have traditionally 
dealt with bees and wasps will not 
work well with this new aggressive bee. 
• Don’t spray them with chemicals 

or water. 
• Don’t try to burn them out. 
• Don’t try to toss fuel on them. 

Instead, contact a qualified person 
for dealing with the new bees. In fact, 
this is good advice for all bees right now. ARCHIVE
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figure 2. USDA Africanized honey bee map - February, 2008* 
* AHB map available at:  http://www.ars.usda.gov/IS/pr/2007/070209.htm
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