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Wildlife experts share essential bear-deterring strategies for beekeepers

Last April, Virginia bee-

keeper Amy Hodge had

an unwanted visitor. One

glance told her what it

was: an American black

bear. She saw from her
window a fence crushed and a hive
strewn everywhere.

“He’d eaten one box of brood,” she
says. “But it was raining too hard
and I had a prior commitment, so
I couldn’t do anything about it.”
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By Carol J. Alexander

What she would’ve done was move
her hives to a more secure location.
That night, the bear returned and
ate the second box of brood. The
damages, besides the fence, cost
hundreds of dollars.

Anne Fraser, also from Virginia,
had a similar experience. After notic-
ing a hive sitting askew, she checked
her trail camera. Sure enough, a bear
had visited in the night. But since
he’d done no real damage, she didn’t

do anything. The next night, though,
he returned. “He dragged the hive
back into the woods and ate every-
thing,” she says. At that point, Fraser
moved the other hives into her ga-
rage until she could relocate them.

Neither of these beekeepers had an
electric fence around the perimeter of
their bee yards. Both wish they had.
But according to the experts, not just
any electric fence will protect your
bees from bears.
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BEAR-PROOF FENCING

“An electric fence built for cattle or
other livestock will not protect your
bees,” says Philip Hanger, biologist
assistant and bear technician with
the Virginia Department of Game
and Inland Fisheries (VDGIF).

Why? For one thing, bears don’t
have collar bones. This anatomical
feature allows a bear to fit its body
through any space big enough for its
head to fit through.

For another thing, bears are smart,
and it’s the job of the beekeeper to
outsmart them. “They worry about
getting into a fence,” says Hanger,
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During the summer mating
= season, the fertilized eggs
of a female bear don’t implant
until she goes into hibernation.
This is nature’s way of helping
her conserve energy and feed
herself while food supplies are
plentiful.

Black bears are extremely
= intelligent creatures. Once
they figure out how to identify
food and open its container,
they won’t forget.

A bear’s large nose
= gives it an incredible
sense of smell. Estimates
of how far one can smell
something range from
a few miles
up to 20!

Bears

= eat up
to 20,000
calories a day.
Since they travel
for miles each day, they
prefer a food source high
in calories.

5 Bears love honey,
= but they love

bee brood even
more. Bee brood,

7 Amazing Lesser-Known Bear Facts

or larvae, are higher in protein,
which bears need to keep up
their energy.

6 In the wild, bears will eat
= yellow jacket nests and
wild beehives.

Thick fur and hide enable
= the American black bear
to tolerate some stings. Plus,
they’re willing to experience
some minor discomfort to reap
the reward of the bee brood.
—Carol J. Alexander
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“not getting out.” So, if they see any
way to get over or under or to dis-
mantle an electric fence, they will.

If you're keeping bees without pro-
tection, follow these tips to keep your
bees safe from the bears.

THE UNDERBELLY: You can build
a cattle fence a foot off the ground
and it’ll still do its job. Bear fences
are different. When stringing the
wires on your bear fence, keep the
bottom wire hot and no higher than
5 inches from the ground. Check the
entire perimeter for low spots the
bear will find. If there are divots in
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the ground, fill them in or lower the
wire on that section.

Bears will also dig away the earth,
gravel or even shingles—a popular
ground cover beekeepers use to
prevent grass from growing around
their hives. If you build a gravel pad
to set your hives on, Hanger suggests
laying welded cage wire around
the perimeter and covering it with
another layer of gravel to prevent the
bear from digging.

Also, consider using barbed wire
rather than high-tensile fencing
wire. A bear’s thick coat prevents
the electric current from reaching

his skin. A barb on the wire will dig
under his fur and deliver a jolt where
it needs to go.

TOP BLOCKERS: Hanger suggests
erecting your fencing at least 10 feet
from the nearest tree, because a bear
will climb the tree to jump over the
fence. He also recommends looking for
branches hanging over the bee yard
that would hold the bear’s weight.

If your apiary is in a wooded area,
Hanger recommends using the trees
in lieu of posts. “But wrap the top
wire around the tree and use stand-
off insulators,” he says.
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