
Wintering Nucs



Why Overwinter Nucs?

• To have local queens in the spring

• To make up losses from winter

• To make increase

• To sell nucs in the spring



How to overwinter nucs?

• Keep in mind that all beekeeping is 
regional.  Climate changes things.  This is 
even more so with nucs.

• Keep them from starving

• Keep them dry

• Keep them from freezing



Climate

• Even small changes make a difference.  
Methods that work in Wichita Kansas don’t 
work in Omaha, Nebraska.

• Adjust methods to your climate.

• Do small experiments until you have a 
proven method for your climate.



Feeding nucs

Fall feeding to get them stocked up.

• Syrup works well if you can control robbing 
and if you start early enough.  They can’t 
take syrup once the temperature of the 

syrup doesn’t get above 50° F.  Whole 
frames of honey from strong hives works 
better and easier.

• Don’t get them so full of syrup they can’t 
cluster anywhere



Feeding nucs

Winter feeding to keep them from starving

• Bees can’t take syrup when the syrup 

temperature is below 50° F.

• Syrup raises the humidity in the hive and 
causes condensation.

• Dry sugar or candy boards have neither of 
these problems.



Feeding Dry Sugar











Keeping them dry

• Dry sugar on top helps some.

• A top entrance or vent helps.

• A small vent down low to let some air in the 
bottom helps.

• Having some kind of outside heat source 
without any moisture helps.  For instance 
being on top of a strong hive but without any 
of the moist air getting into the nuc on top.



Keeping them dry

• Things that make moisture worse:

• Feeding syrup during winter or late into the 
fall.

• Putting them on top of a double screen 
over a strong colony, or even a double 
screened inner cover. The air from the 
strong colony is moist and warm and it 
rises.

• Wrapping in tar paper or other non 
breathing material.



Keep them from freezing

• Putting them on top of a strong hive.

• Huddling them together.

• Adding a judicious amount of outside heat.

• Using a wind break.

• Using a cellar



On top of a strong hive

• Some people put the nuc on top of a 
strong hive.  Of course this requires a box 
the same size and so, if it’s a ten frame 
deep, it usually involved dividing it into two 
four frame nucs.  If it’s an eight frame 
medium it’s usually one box for the nuc on 
top of the hive.  Don’t use a double screen 
unless you live far enough south and know 
of people succeeding this way.



Huddled together



Heat

• I think this needs to be very controlled, 
therefore it should be thermostatically 
controlled.  Small thermostatic electric 
space heaters are available for a low cost 
and usually have overheating protection.

• I huddle them together on four by eight 
sheets of styrofoam with an 8” gap at the 
back where the heater is.







Heat

• Other sources for heat:

• A strong hive below.

• Small wattage light bulbs. Be careful, it 
doesn’t take much wattage.  Also 
remember light attracts bees.

• Terrarium heater.

• Waterbed heater on thermostat.

• Clustering.



Windbreak

• Small shed.

• Bales of hay or straw.

• Privacy fence.

• Snow fence.

• Hedge



Cellar

• This was the standard method for 
overwintering hives for many years.

• The requirements are that you keep it 
totally dark. Use red light (which bees 
can’t see) if you have to do anything in the 
cellar.  Light will set off brood rearing 
which, in a cellar, is a bad thing.

• Make sure it doesn’t get too warm.  Too 
cold is not a problem in a cellar.  But too 
warm makes them too active which 
shortens their life.



How do nucs fail?

• They most often die out when there is a 
hard freeze of a moderate to long duration.  

In other words, where I live, about -15° F 
every night for a week or two.

• If they get too much condensation or 
moisture they don’t do well and often die.

• Starve.  Usually with some stores left that 
they can’t get to because the cluster is 
stuck from the cold.



Early Spring

• Early spring seems to be a very vulnerable 
time for nucs.  They often get robbed 
because there is a dearth (more so when 
you’re trying to feed them) and they often 
get caught with brood to keep warm by 
cold snaps.  Spring is a time to watch 
them carefully.



A few of the many beekeepers 

succeeding at wintering nucs

• Michael Palmer, VT

– See articles in the bee journals and online

• Joseph Strecker, KS

• Melvin Disselkoen, MI

– See recent articles in Bee Culture



Palmer Method
• This is not a full description as that is a 

class in itself.  But here are the basics:

• In the late summer after the flow, Michael 
Palmer takes all the floundering hives and 
uses them to make up nucs and requeens 
all of these nucs.  With young queens they 
quickly build up for the fall.  These are in 
split ten frame deeps (four frames on a 
side) with a feeder divider board that feeds 
both sides.  They are fed heavily and then 
overwintered on top of strong colonies with 
no vent between the two.



Disselkoen Method

• Mel sets up his nucs in mid to late July in 
one deep ten frame box.

• He gives them frames of honey to get 
them going.

• He uses one inch deep candy boards to 
keep them from starving.

• He makes clusters of eight with four in a 
square and four more on top.

• He uses a circle of sheet metal to go 
around them.  This makes a windbreak 
without sealing in the moisture.



Strecker method in Kansas

• Joe does splits during the summer and 
lets them raise their own queens.  He tries 
to get them building up and queen right at 
least by August 1.  They are in divided ten 
frame deeps with four frames on a side.  
Two of these divided boxes on top of each 
other are used to overwinter.  There are jar 
feeders on top with the jar practically on 
top of the top bars for easy access.



Joe Strecker in Nebraska

• Joe recently moved to Nebraska (230 
miles further North) and found that it 
changed dramatically his results.  The 
longer colder spells made a lot of 
difference in the outcome.  He was still 
making adjustments last I talked to him.



Other Pointers

• In my opinion, it's probably possible in 
your climate to overwinter nucs without 
buying or remaking a lot of equipment.

• I would try to work with what you use for 
standard equipment with minimal 
reworking.  That way you don't have a lot 
of useless equipment laying around if that 
experiment doesn't work out so well.



Examples of using standard 

equipment
• Joe Strecker and Michael Palmer have used 

standard deeps with standard deep frames.  

They have modified them slightly to put dividers 

in, but they are still perfectly usable as standard 

boxes.

• Mel Disselkoen uses standard deeps with no 

dividers.

• I use eight frame mediums already and these 

are adequate for a small nuc with two of them 

adequate for a stronger nuc.



Synopsis

• Keep in mind that all beekeeping is 
regional.  Climate changes things.  This is 
even more so with nucs.  Adjust for your 
climate

• Keep them from starving

• Keep them dry

• Keep them from freezing

• Accept some losses

• Use standard equipment
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