
wellbeing. Even the color of the 
cappings, the thin layer of wax 
bees build over their honey stores 
inside the hive, can yield informa-
tion, Smith says. 

Smith has been keeping bees in 
his backyard since 2010 — though 
he was initially reluctant to take 
on the hives. Smith’s son, who at 
the time was taking some botany 
classes at the College of Marin, set 
up the colony of bees, but he even-
tually went off  to Oregon State 
University to fi nish his degree. 

“The bees were here and happy, 
so I became the beekeeper,” Smith 
says. 

His dedication to beekeeping 
grew as he learned more about the 

science that drives the interaction 
within the colonies. 

“I started to look into it, and 
lo and behold there’s some really 
interesting stuff ,” says Smith, 
who now has four hives in his 
backyard that, at the peak time of 
year in spring, have thousands of 
honeybees. 

Smith is part of a robust net-
work of backyard beekeepers 
living in Marin County. In 2017, 
there were 349 members of Marin 
County Beekeepers, a club for bee 
enthusiasts that hosts monthly 
meetings and educational speak-
ers, according to club statistics. 
That’s up from 78 members in 
2010 and just 22 members in 2005. 

“That’s happening all around 
the country, it’s not just in Marin,” 
says Bonnie Morse, a member of 
the beekeepers club and the owner 
of Bonnie Bee & Co., which pro-
vides a local source for bees and 
support for local beekeepers. “It’s 
just a major explosion.”

Colony collapse 
brings attention

Morse attributes some of that 
interest to the increased atten-
tion over the past decade or so on 
colony collapse disorder, which oc-
curs when a colony’s worker bees 
disappear from the hive, leaving 
behind the queen, the immature 
bees and food reserves. 

TT
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 o the casual observer, the honeybees fl ying around 

the hives in Skip Smith’s Tiburon backyard might 

not look like they’re up to much.

But to Smith’s detailed eye, the bees are abuzz with 

activity, and their behavior contains a wealth of in-

formation about the health of the hives. 

For instance, the fl ow of activity on the landing 

board, which leads into the hive, can indicate how 

much pollen and nectar the insects are bringing 

back. A check of the brood chamber, typically the 

bottom few boxes of a hive, can reveal whether the 

bees have enough space. Observing what’s com-

ing down out of the hive can indicate whether there 

might be mites — a signifi cant threat to the hive’s 
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Skip Smith has several hives in his Tiburon backyard; he began keeping bees in 2010 at the sug-
gestion of his son. He's part of a robust network of backyard beekeepers in Marin; in 2017, the 
Marin County Beekeepers club boasted about 350 members. 
LEFT: JOCELYN KNIGHT / FOR THE ARK

By EMILY LAVIN  |  elavin@thearknewspaper.com

———
See BEES, PAGE 22

‘
It’s fascinating just watching them land on 
the landing board in front of the hive and 
do their little dance to tell the other ones 

where the honey is and looking at what they’ve 
got on their legs that they’re bringing back.” 
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The phenomenon was fi rst reported 
about 2006 and was seen as a major 
threat to the honeybee population. How-
ever, reported cases of colony collapse 
disorder appear to have declined in recent 
years. According to a U.S. Department 
of Agriculture honeybee health survey 
released in August 2017, colony collapse 
disorder losses were down 27 percent 
from 2016 for honeybee operations with 
at least fi ve colonies. 

“That’s really what got a lot of people 
into it,” Morse says. “Once you get that 
ball rolling, it just expands out.”

Belvedere residents Rob Slaymaker 
and Richard Hyde were both aware of 
colony collapse disorder when they each 
got interested in beekeeping. But they 
were also drawn to the activity out of a 
genuine curiosity. 

Hyde’s interest in beekeeping was 
piqued when he noticed a hive in the 
backyard of a friend's neighbor in Tibu-
ron. 

“I kept bugging them to tell me who 
was taking care of that thing,” says Hyde, 
who now has several backyard hives. 

Slaymaker was introduced to beekeep-
ing after his cousin gave him a kit about 
10 years ago and now has two backyard 
hives.

Bees “are fascinating little creatures, 
and they do such amazing things to your 
garden,” he says. 

Beehives are often structured like mini 
apartment buildings, with diff erent levels 
stacked vertically on top of each other. 
The basic components of the structure 
typically include a couple of brood cham-
bers, which are the bottom boxes of the 
hive and are where the colony keeps its 
eggs, larvae and pupae as well as some 
pollen, nectar and honey. 

The top boxes are known as supers, 
and they contain any excess honey the 
hive produces. 

Both types of boxes typically contain 
up to 10 frames containing a thin sheet of 
beeswax — where the bees store honey 
and pollen and where the queen lays 
eggs — that can be removed in order to 
inspect the bees or extract excess honey. 
An excluder, often consisting of a wooden 
frame holding a grid of plastic or metal 
wire, is placed between the brood cham-
ber and supers. The excluder has space 
big enough for the worker bees to walk 
through but too small for the queen, so 
the queen can’t get into and lay eggs in 
the surplus honey. 

Hives can contain anywhere from 
45,000 to 60,000 bees, Slaymaker says, 
depending on the time of year. 

‘In awe to the bees’
There’s a seasonal cycle to a colony’s 

work, Smith says. The early spring rains 
bring increased nectar fl ow, with the bees 
working as a colony to collect nectar and 
pollen and manage those resources. The 
bees are most active through late May, 
after which hive starts declining, with the 
queen slowing down its egg production. 
The colony relies on the honey it’s stored 
during the more active part of the year to 
get it through the winter. 

Beekeepers are there to basically assist 
the process, adding increased storage 

during the bees’ peak production times 
and taking it away during the slower 
times, Smith says. 

“You’re really in awe to the bees,” he 
says. “You’re there to help them have a 
happy home.”

There are varying degrees of involve-
ment for those who want to keep hives in 
their backyard. Slaymaker distinguishes 
between bee-havers, who are fairly 
hands-off  and may even have someone 
else come into their yards to care for the 
hives, and beekeepers, who are typically 
more active in monitoring their hives on a 
consistent basis.

Even among beekeepers, though, some 
are more active in their hives than others. 
Activities range from managing pests 
and observing the bees’ behaviors to 
breeding queens and splitting colonies to 
create new hives. 

Though Smith, Hyde and Slaymaker 
all monitor their hives fairly consistently, 
they also share an overall philosophy of 
letting the bees do their thing. Watching 
the inner workings of the colonies, they 
say, is captivating. 

“I sit and watch them work,” Slaymak-
er says. “It’s fascinating just watching 
them land on the landing board in front 
of the hive and do their little dance to tell 
the other ones where the honey is and 
looking at what they’ve got on their legs 
that they’re bringing back.” 

The division of labor and teamwork 
within the hive is extraordinary, he and 
Hyde agree. Each of the bees in a colony 
has its own duties. Some are drones, 
male bees that mate with an unfertilized 
queen. Females that are unable to pro-
duce fertilized eggs are worker bees, but 
even those worker bees are divided fur-
ther into other categories, such as nurse 
bees, which care for the growing larvae; 
foragers, which collect nectar and pol-
len; cleaning bees, which clear debris; or 
undertaker bees, which remove dead bees 
from the hive — the list goes on. 

“You even have a bee that goes around 
and wakes (the others) up when it’s light 
and time to go to work,” Hyde says. 

The more he observes and learns about 
the bees, Smith says, the more interesting 
beekeeping becomes. 

“You kind of go, ‘There’s a lot more 
going on here than just some fl ying in-

sects that are buzzing around fl owers,’” 
he says. 

Many Marin beekeepers 
‘under the radar’

It’s unclear exactly how many back-
yard beekeepers reside on the greater 
Tiburon Peninsula. Slaymaker and Hyde 
say they know of about a half-dozen 
other beekeepers in Belvedere, through 
they’re quick to add that’s certainly not a 
comprehensive list. 

There are no regulations for beehives 
on the books in Belvedere or unincor-
porated Marin County, which includes 
Strawberry — the county encourages 
beekeepers to “use best management 
practices to avoid creating a nuisance.”

But Tiburon in 2012 adopted zoning 
rules that lifted a previous ban on bee-
keeping in residential areas but required 
the activity be regulated. Aspiring back-
yard beekeepers in Tiburon can have up 
to four hives, but they must get all their 
immediate contiguous neighbors to sign 
off  on the activity, provide documentation 
they’ve had some beekeeping training 
or education and pay the town a $250 
fi ling fee. In the absence of unanimous 
consent of their neighbors, they must get 
the permission of the Tiburon Planning 
Commission and pay a $1,540 fee for a 
conditional use permit. 

Smith was recently required to obtain a 
retroactive conditional use permit for his 
hives, originally built without the town’s 
permission, after a neighbor complained. 

Slaymaker says he thinks there is some 
concern among many Marin County bee-
keepers about making their hives known. 
Diff erent communities have diff erent 
regulations, he points out, and neighbors 
aren’t always receptive to the idea of 
backyard hives. 

As a result, he says, “People are just 
under the radar.”

Morse agreed, noting local beekeepers 
are “always doing it on the down-low.”

Morse says a lot of the pushback 
from cities or neighbors about backyard 
beekeeping stems from misconceptions 
about honeybees. People are particularly 
prone to confusing honeybees, which 
are typically gentle, with yellow jackets, 
which are much more aggressive, Morse 
says. 

“You could live your whole life with a 
(honey)bee colony next door and not even 
know they’re there,” she says. “Unless 
you’re in their home, they’re very unlikely 
to sting or do anything.”

Anecdotal information points to a 
booming local community, say both 
Smith and Hyde. 

Hyde points out he often participates in 
the Marin County Beekeepers’ booth at 
the annual Marin County Fair, and he’ll 
ask those who stop by if they have any 
neighbors with hives.

“Frequently, I get a ‘yes,’” he says. 
“Neighbors or friends.”

Beekeeping can foster 
connection with environment

Those with neighbors and friends who 
keep hives often reap the benefi t of the 
excess honey beekeepers like Smith, Slay-
maker and Hyde extract periodically. The 
number of times a beekeeper harvests 
excess honey can vary depending on the 
number, size and activity of their hives. 

Bees need about 40 pounds of stored 
honey to make it through the winter, 
Hyde says. When beekeepers harvest 
honey, Slaymaker says, they only do so 
from the honey supers, the part of the 
hive that contains the excess honey the 
bees won’t rely on in the winter months. 

Even then, Slaymaker says, he rarely 
harvests all the excess honey, and there’s 
still plenty to go around. 

“I haven’t bought sugar in 10 years,” 
he says. 

Hyde and Smith also gift the honey 
they harvest to friends and neighbors; in 
addition, Hyde says he sells some of the 
product at Mill Valley Market, or some-
times his grandkids sell it at the park. 

But Morse says there’s a wider com-
munity benefi t to a strong beekeeping 
community in Marin County. 

Interacting with bees, she says, encour-
ages people to interact with the environ-
ment on a diff erent level and often has 
a positive impact on their habits. They 
become more aware of weather patterns 
and pay more attention to the chemicals 
they or their neighbors are using or 
not using in their yards. Some will say 
neighbors have asked them what kinds of 
things they can plant in their own yards 
to create a bee-friendly habitat. 

Morse says she sees the local increase 
in beekeeping as having the potential to 
cause “a total shift in social conscious-
ness.”

“The individual choices that we need to 
make every day really collectively do add 
up to create a sustainable future, or a not-
sustainable future,” Morse says.

She cautions that beekeeping is not an 
easy activity —it takes time, patience 
and dedication. However, the eff ort is 
worth it, she says, and the opportunities 
for learning are endless. 

“They have way more to teach us than 
what we get from them, I think,” she says. 

Emily Lavin is The Ark’s assistant editor 
and Strawberry reporter. Reach her at 
415-944-3841.

learn more
For more information about backyard bee-

keeping, visit marinbeekeepers.org or bon-
niebeecompany.com.

Bees, continued from page 20
———
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Honeybees are seen near the entrance to a beehive. Hives can contain anywhere from about 45,000 
to 60,000 bees, depending on the time of year. 


