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Beginning Beekeeping Series
Lesson 1: Packages and Nucs
Welcome to our Beginning Beekeeping Series!
This series will cover how to purchase a beehive,
select an apiary site, beekeeping basics, and how
to harvest and extract honey. Much information is
from Beekeeping in Northern Climates from the
University of Minnesota Extension, but is adapted
to the Utah climate and our company. We hope
you enjoy these lessons.
Lesson 1 will cover the most common ways to
purchase a starter colony of honeybees:
“Packages” and “Nucs.” Both packages and nucs
include the bees needed to start a hive. Lesson 2
cover equipment needed (the hive). Beekeeping
companies take bee orders starting in January
and bees arrive in April or May.

Packages
A “package” is a small, temporary cage of bees
with a mated queen used as a starter colony. See
Figure 1. Beekeepers pick them up in Utah on a
designated day, and then shake bees into their
beehive at their apiary, and return the cage.
Packages are shipped from California to Utah in
April. Packages can be installed in any type of
hive.
The package shown has 3 pounds of worker bees
(yes, they measure them by the pound at the bee
breeder), a metal can full of sugar syrup, and a
separate cage with the queen inside. The industry
standard for packages is 2 pounds of bees. They
also come in 3 and 4 pounds. Heavier packages
have a larger workforce at the beginning, but bee
numbers even out over time.

There is enough sugar syrup in the can to feed
the bees for just under a week. See Figure 2.
Figure 1. Some package cages. Note the queen
cage clip, worker bees, and can with sugar syrup.
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Figure 4. Hives lined up at Koehnens

Figure 2. A 2-pound package. Note the can of
sugar syrup.

Once package cages are full, and nailed together
in rows, they are placed on a truck and driven
from California to Utah. Shipping bees is an art in
itself. See Figure 5.

The queen comes in her own little cage like these
shown in Figure 3. One of these queen cages is
clipped to the inside of the package. The outside
of the queen cage is almost always covered with
her attendant bees.

Figure 5. Truck loaded with package cages
Then packages are unloaded and ready to sell
locally.

Figure 3. Two queen cages. The top cage has
attendant worker bees gathered on the outside of
the cage.
At the bee breeder, they shake bees from a donor
colony into individual cages. See Figure 4. At
Koehnens, a major California package producer,
they line up donor colonies for shaking. (This
photo is actually their queen rearing operation, but
shows hives lined up as an example.)

Figure 6. Unloading a row of packages
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Figure 7 shows three packages ready to shake
into hive body boxes.

emerging brood. The 5 deep frames fit in a deep
Langstroth box. (Frames are the removable trays
that fit in a hive box. Mr Langstroth was the
inventor of the removable frame and standard
beekeeping boxes.)
Nucs are usually kept in a half-sized deep box
called a nuc box, which contains 5 frames instead
of the standard 10. See Figure 9.

Figure 7. Three packages and a deep box.

Nucs
A “nuc” (pronounced “nuke”) is a starter honeybee
colony. “Nuc” is short for Hive Nucleus. See
Figure 8.

Figure 9. From right to left there is one standard
10-frame box, 1 nuc box with a lid, and 1 nuc box
with the lid removed.
Nucs are formed either from splitting an existing
colony or by installing a “package” into a nuc box
and nursing it along for a few months.
To grow a nuc, we take a package in April and
install it in one of our hives on brand new frames.
Then we feed it and grow the colony until bees
cover about 5 frames. We sell only the best
colonies and weed out any that fail to thrive. We
sell nucs in late May.

Figure 8. Beekeeper holding a 5-frame hive
nucleus.

Nucs do not include the box; only the frames with
bees. Nucs are transferred into a deep hive body
box when they outgrow their nuc box (or at
purchase).

Nucs include bees on 5 deep “frames.” The
frames contain worker bees, drawn wax comb, a
laying queen, eggs, larvae, and sealed and
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Figure 12. Frame of bees working hard on the
drawn comb from the nuc.

Figure 10. Nuc box and nuc, ready to transfer into
full-sized box.

The beekeeper then gently places frames from the
nuc into the new deep hive body box. The 5
frames from a nuc are placed in the center of the
10-frame hive body box, with 2-3 new frames on
the outside. See Figure 13.

Below a beekeeper is transferring a nuc from the
nuc box into a 10-frame box at a beekeeping
class. The beekeeper carefully lifts frames from
the nuc box with the hive tool.

Figure 13. Beekeeper placing frames from nuc into
10-frame box.

Figure 11. Beekeeper using a hive tool to lift a
frame from the nuc box.
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Do you recommend beginners
purchase packages or nucs?
We recommend nucs for first year beekeepers.
Every year, we have a few package customers
whose colonies die in the spring. When packages
arrive from sunny California, it often rains or
snows for a few weeks after. The lack of flight time
and nectar can stunt the colonyʼs growth and
beekeepers need to know when and how to feed
bees. It is the trickiest time of year, even for
experienced beekeepers. When beginners buy
nucs, we get the bees through the tricky time,
weeding out colonies that failed to thrive and
selling ones with a good, laying queen. With
packages, the only guarantee is that the queen
will be alive at purchase.
Once the first year of beekeeping is completed,
packages can work great. Beekeepers have a little
experience and can usually handle feeding their
hive.

How many hives should I get?
Ideally, it is nice to have more than one colony for
comparison. You can compare how much honey
bees make, the number of frames of brood, weight
going into winter, easier to make a split in year 2.
If one hive has trouble, the second colony can act
as a donor colony for eggs, honey, queens, etc. Or
one colony doesnʼt make it through winter, the
other can be split in spring to make up the
difference.
Also, it is more cost-efficient to have two. If you
are investing in all the equipment, you might as
well have two hives.
If money is an issue, you can make it okay with
one hive.

We want beekeepers to have a successful first
experience. It is better for our business that
people have healthy colonies and refer us to
friends.

Figure 14. Beekeeping class in Mapleton, UT
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