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Guidelines and Advice for Swarm Collectors 
Tavistock Beekeepers 2021 

 

The following guidelines are intended to help people navigate the first phone call, 
and offers some advice on how to handle the subsequent contact. 

The commonest calls are from bumble-bee sightings, but wasps and hover-flies are 
also confused with honeybees. 
 
NB: Many people think we are paid by the Local Authority to collect bees, 
including removing bumble bee nests from gardens and public places. Be 
prepared to make it clear that you aren’t obliged to do any of the above and 
that this is a voluntary undertaking. 
 
Is it a swarm at all? 

• Cotoneaster shrubs and similar bushes attracting high volumes of foraging 
insects get mistaken for a “swarm” 

• Ask whether the “swarm” is hanging in a clump, or mobile and covering a 
large area. 

 
Are they honey bees? 

• Check they know the difference – round and furry or longer and less furry? 

• Ask them to check whilst you are on the line. Can they send you a photo? 

• If the bees are coming and going from a bird box, it is almost certainly a 
bumble bee nest. Explain they will all die out at the end of the year and won’t 
cause any harm if left alone. 

 

Size of swarm? 

• Golf ball, tennis ball or football? 

• If very small, it’s most likely a small cast which will die out quickly, so not 
worth collecting. 
 

How long have they been there/ first noticed? 

• Be prepared to say that it might not be possible to retrieve them if it is clear 
that the bees are established and they may need to contact a Pest Control 
firm. 

• Is the swarm still there? Sometimes it departs between the time when the 
caller first sees it, and when they get round to contacting you. 

 

Where are the bees? 

• Don’t get involved in roof spaces, apertures under slates/roof fixtures, or lofts 
where there is no flooring, lighting or attestable presence of bees, or 
chimneys. 

• People are often very poor at assessing height and might underestimate the 
height of a swarm. Your BBKA Insurance is valid for you working at a 
maximum height of 3m. Ask where it is in relation to their head height. 
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• Check that there is a step-ladder available for you to use if necessary but 
better to take your own as often it isn’t safe/suitable or locatable. 

• Check that they are happy for you to clip parts of shrubs/trees to access a 
swarm 

 
Call-out charge: 

• The committee agreed some time ago that it is appropriate to advise callers 
that there may be a charge for fuel. This is especially important when there is 
some woolly thinking at the end of the phone and an insistence that someone 
comes out “just to check”. £10 is an acceptable amount. You will be doing two 
round-trips when collecting a swarm and the fuel costs need to be taken into 
account. 

• However, it is up to the swarm collector. If the caller is elderly or clearly 
unable to afford it, then waive it, but most people are happy to cover costs as 
a pest-control firm will charge a great deal more. 

 
Information to Members of the Public/Homeowner: 

• Ascertain whether they have contacted anyone else. If you are the first port of 
call, then emphasise that they MUST NOT continue to ring round other people 
as it wastes everyone’s time. Check whether anyone else in the household or 
neighbours have sent out Facebook messages etc. 

• Ask the caller to alert you immediately if the swarm departs before you turn up 
or after you have left it to settle into a collecting box. 

• Explain what you will do: transfer bees into a box, leave it to settle, return at 
sun-down, remove bees and give them a good home. 

• Emphasise that the equipment you have left is yours, and must not be 
removed or tampered with. 

• If the swarm is in a public place, put a clear notice in the vicinity saying 
the matter is in hand and if there is a problem, to contact you on 
whatever phone number you choose. 

• If necessary, put up some tape around the area to help keep people 
away. 

 

Post-Collection Care: 

Please DO NOT pass a swarm straight to a Beginner. 

• Isolate in a quarantine apiary on clean foundation and do not feed for 3 days 
(pathogens in crop can be used in wax-building) 

• Treat for Varroa as absence of brood allows phoretic mites to be more 
effectively targeted. 

• Observe for x2 full brood-cycles (allows any brood disease to manifest if 
present) 

• Observe temperament – can change for the worse after established 

• Note brood pattern of Q. As age will be unknown, and it may be an old Q, she 
may be failing. Another reason why this should not be passed to an 
inexperienced beekeeper. 

______________________________ 


	Size of swarm?
	 Golf ball, tennis ball or football?
	 If very small, it’s most likely a small cast which will die out quickly, so not worth collecting.

