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Every year since 2008, the losses of colonies is assessed through questionnaires. There is 
considerable variation both between years and beekeepers. A high rate of winter mortality 
tends to surprise to the owners, mainly since they are oblivious to the mite load in their 
colonies in general and of problem colonies in particular. Given the considerable amounts of 
scientific publications linking the varroa load to colony loss, this level of ignorance is a cause 
for concern.  
Some beekeepers are unaware of the ease of assessing the mite load, while others may 
have reflected and determined, that once they find high mite counts, it is too late to 
undertake mitigating actions. However, lost colonies are costly to replace, as is the clean up 
after dead colonies in terms of labour and energy.  
Detecting high mite loads on the bees during routine handling appears unreliable, the better 
option to sample bees and wash them in soapy water to separate the mites from the bees. 
Based on such assessment of mite numbers in colonies, we have a fairly accurate estimation 
of the threshold for damage in terms of individual colony survival. However, the rapid 
spread of varroa mites after the late summer treatment may result in high mite numbers in 
October, adding stress to colonies and leading to surprising winter losses.  
There is often considerable variation between hives and apiaries at local scale, that are hard 
to grasp for beekeepers. One explanation may be a slight failure of treatment in the 
previous years which has gone undetected.  
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CAN WE PREDICT WINTER 
SURVIVAL PROBLEMS BASED 
ON VARROA COUNTS?
Per Kryger & Yoko Dupont
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VARROA IS A CAUSE FOR COLONY LOSSES

Honey bees are susceptible to varrosis
The combination of varroa mites and virus can be deadly

Beekeepers have trouble recognising problems in time

Tools are available to help beekeepers
However, many prefer to treat according to a fixed plan

Hence doubt arises, when told, “Varroa killed your bees!”
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“I DID AS ALWAYS, I NEVER LOSE BEES!”

Beekeepers are susceptible to varrosis
Stubbornness can be deadly – also for their bees

Is there a need for timely detection system?

Knowledge is important when making decisions
There are several levels:

Personal levels include bee colony, apiary and beekeeper 
Environmental factors adds layers of complexity
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WORST CASE, ALL BEES LOST!

The hives are empty, the bees are gone
So is any evidence that could point to a cause

The scientist solution, let’s call it: CCD

Often beekeepers suspect pesticides, 
and sometimes they are right.

However, when evidence exist, it often points towards varroa
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COULD THE LOSS HAVE BEEN FORESEEN?

Samples can be very useful: 
The history of the hive may be examined

In case of an actual poisoning, it may be important 
- even if, just to rule out varroa as an additional stressor

Rarely samples are taken 

Coordination of reporting is lacking
Hence, we end up with “inexplicable” losses 
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WHAT IF WE HAD COUNTED MITES?

Well we did, for beekeepers in the project:
Pollen supply, varroa population growth and overwintering

The project is trying to link landscape data to 
pollen supply and pollen diversity 
– interesting data for another talk

However, the varroa mites appeared at first near absent
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VARROA DATA FROM 2020 AND 2021
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ARE WE ALARMED?

With only two years data, is this 
rise cause for alarm?

Hard to tell, hard to sell !

Yet, we still have more data:
Varroa counts
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AVERAGE VARROA COUNTS
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HIGHEST VARROA NUMBERS
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BE AWARE OF DATA MANIPULATION!

We had to escort some beekeepers out of the project! 
“You better treat your bees now!"

Probably, we had lost the data anyhow!

Average values are to be handled with care

June 2021, 3 of 85 colonies exceed 5 mites per 100 bees!
That was our mark for warning…
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COULD THE LOSSES HAVE BEEN AVOIDED?

This is the more relevant question!

When is it too late, to save a colony?

Is it better to stamp out one colony, 
- in order to save the apiary?
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PRELIMINARY WINTER LIVING COLONIES

One escorted beekeeper
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PRELIMINARY WINTER DYING COLONIES
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IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPROVE SURVIVAL?

If we detect high mite loads early, yes!
Remember - “You better treat your bees now!"

Can this work at a regional or national scale?
Only if we motivate more beekeepers to count mites

Sponsor price for the highest count?
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THANK YOU !
BEEKEEPERS FOR SENDING BEES
ANNA LA COUR FOR COUNTING MITES
LANDBRUGSSTYRELSEN & EU FOR FINANCES
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