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Bee 
careful!

If you mention problems with 
bees to most pest controllers, 
their first thought would 
probably be of honey bees. Yet 
bee control can also include 
masonry bees and occasionally 
bumble bees. Each species 
requires specific attention. 

This article is now available as an online CPD 
via www.bpca.org.uk/affiliate and is worth 
at least two PROMPT CPD points.

!is most common scenario occurs when 
a large bee swarm leaves a hive, often on a 
hot day in early summer (usually in May 
or early June). Typically these 
intimidating swarms will first set up a 
temporary camp somewhere nearby, such 
as a tree branch or fence post. However, 
in almost all cases, the swarm will take off 
again within a day or two to occupy a 
more suitable permanent home elsewhere. 
“Most bee calls received are about 
temporary swarms” says Tony Baker of 

Alphakill, author of the Pest Management 
Alliance Code of Practice on Feral Bees and 
a beekeeper in his own right. Tony adds 
“Normally it is best to contact a local 
beekeeper to collect the swarm, and in the 
majority of cases this works well. !e 
BBKA will be able to put you in contact 
with a nearby expert, and if the beekeeper 
cannot reach the swarm, then we 
normally try to convince the customer to 
wait a day or two, by which time it will 
have gone away.” 

Bee swarms

HONEY BEES (APIS 

MELLIFERA): WHY 

DO THEY SWARM?

Overcrowding

Peak population for

available food

Disease – foul brood disease; 

AFB; EFB; nosema; varrosis; 

dysentery

Old and dirty comb

In some ways honey bees are strange pests 
for pesties to be involved with at all. Jane 
Moseley, Operations Director of the 
British Bee Keepers Association (BBKA) 
points out beekeeping is a significant 
industry in itself. “!ere are over 24,000 
amateur beekeepers in the UK”, which if 
you think about it, is a far larger number 
than there are pest controllers. !e 
BBKA estimates that one in three 
mouthfuls of food we eat is dependent on 
pollination from bees. So with bees being 
such an important species, what are the 
potential problems we may face? 
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Waste disposal
If the client will not pay for removal of the 
comb, ensure you have a signed document 
stating they have accepted liability for
leaving the comb in place. If the client will
not agree to fund the correct removal of the 
bees or fail to sign a disclaimer on your 
behalf, then walk away! However if you 
become involved with the removal of the 
treated honey combs, you must treat these
as ‘controlled waste’ and dispose of them via
a licensed waste carrier to a licensed waste 
contractor as ‘non-hazardous waste’. 

If stung
Finally, and most importantly, bee stings
are at best unpleasant and at worst can
trigger potentially fatal anaphylactic shock. 
Always use a bee veil and gloves. If you have 
reacted badly to a sting in the past, then 
discuss this with your GP. In the event that 
you or a colleague develop a sudden and 
severe reaction within minutes of being
stung, then seek medical advice immediately. 

Bees in situ

It is not illegal to destroy feral bee 
colonies! However this should only be 
treated when all other options are 
exhausted. If you are asked to treat
for bees you should consider the
following carefully:

Are they causing a risk? Consider the 
location and danger to the public.
Are there any other alternatives before 
treating? If the swarm is in a sensitive 
area and is easily accessible, it can   
probably be collected and re-housed in 
a suitable hive. If you do not have the 
expertise to do this, contact the   
British Beekeeper’s Association for   
assistance.
If the swarm has only recently formed
it is best to leave it undisturbed for 48 
hours and allow it to move on.
Has the swarm recently invaded a   
property? If it was less than 48 hours 
it may be possible to persuade it to   
move on using non-pesticidal smoke. 
Post treatment, it is inevitable that   

there will be some residual smells from 
the honey and comb following   
removal, also the queen pheromone 
will be lingering. !is will make it   
more likely that another swarm may 
take up residence the following year as 
the smell of an old colony can be   
irresistible to scouts looking for a new 
nest site. It is therefore recommended 
that the smell be masked or destroyed. 
!ere are several deodorising   
compounds on the market but if   
unobtainable, creosote oil or Jeyes   
fluid are excellent substitutes.
Finally, the decision to treat will   
depend on if it is possible to close the 
entrance(s) to the nest after treatment. 
It may be possible to use extension   
lances to get the insecticide to the   
nest, but access equipment may be   
needed to close entrances safely. If the 
client is not prepared to pay for this, 
then it will not be possible to carry out 
a treatment legally.

!e other scenario is where a honey bee colony 
is permanently established within a building 
void, such as in a disused chimney. Such 
colonies are not always a concern and some 
people have shared their property with bees for 
decades without any problems. 

Honey bees, both feral and colonised, are 
important beneficial insects, and are not 
normally considered as pests because of their 
beneficial role. Every effort should be made to 
avoid carrying out control treatments against 
honey bees. However sometimes it does prove 
necessary to apply a treatment, and a dust is 
often the most effective approach. Before you 
treat the colony, make sure you can either 
block all the entrance points, or remove all the 
honeycomb, but preferably both. If you fail to 
do that, you may face some problems with 

oozing honey, but more seriously bees from 
hives in the area will soon realise that several 
kilos of honey are sitting there, accessible and 
unguarded, and will start to rob it. 
Unfortunately for them (and for you), if 
foraging non-target honey bees find a nest 
which has been treated, they may come into 
contact with the treatment and may carry away 
contaminated honey back to their hive. As a 
result, a nearby beekeeper is likely to find 
several thousand dead bees lying around their 
hives, and such incidents are regularly 
investigated by Defra, who will likely prosecute 
if an offence has occurred. Coupled with the 
recent media interest in bee colony deaths and 
the possible link to neonicotinoids, the press 
would have a field day with any pest controller 
who caused a colony to collapse.

Dispelling the myth

Remember!
Only use those preparations cleared for use for the target species, and make 

sure you have costed the job fully, covering all bases. Properly executed bee 

treatments or collection of bee swarms can be an excellent additional

revenue stream to your business.

For more information on dealing with 

feral honey bees, download the latest 

Pest Management Alliance Code of 

Practice at www.pmalliance.org.uk


