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This Doctor Makes House Calls  

 

By M.E.A. McNeil 

  
“My bees died. Why?” The email was not unique among the queries to Marla Spivak, an 

entomology professor at the University of Minnesota. Although Spivak has found key pieces to some 

formidable bee puzzles, she did not have the extra sensory perception to analyze this bewildered entreaty – 

not this one or many others, and their numbers were growing. 

“There was no help for beekeepers,” said Spivak. The state apiary program in Minnesota, like 

many, was cut a decade ago. “It’s really hard to do autopsies over the phone. We thought, wow, we need to 

start a program to help urban beekeepers.”  

From that nascent idea, a beekeeper can now call a number and a young woman’s cheerful, at-the-

ready voice answers “Bee Squad!” The caller is filled with possibility – yes, let’s go, whatever your 

question. Jody Gerdts is the voice and acumen of the new project to offer beekeeping knowhow to the 

community – in this case in Minneapolis-St. Paul, surrounding the University of Minnesota, but offering a 

prototype for an area near you.
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The concept took some time to get this far. Enrollment in the short course in beekeeping at UM, 

which Spivak teaches with Gary Reuter, was burgeoning – as it was for such classes across the country. 

Students there were asked if they would be interested in continued assistance, and the several people who 

signed up were asked a nominal fee. “We wanted to see how much time it would involve, what it would be 

like. So we put University colonies on people's properties or helped beekeepers,” said Spivak, who had 

been helping a woman keep a hive on her city roof for several years. 

That model served as a start, and The Bee Squad was formed. In 2011, Jessica Burtness Helgen 

ran the next pilot year, keeping some hives at clients’ homes. That program was named Hive to Bottle and 

later described in the online brochure as “for those who enjoy honey bees and would like to reap a sweet 

reward at the end of the season. A Bee Squad beekeeper takes care of your bees on your property while 

they are busy taking care of you and the environment by pollinating food and native plants. Any honey that 

the bees don't need for winter will be harvested and given to you to enjoy.” 

While those nannied bees were tucked in last winter, Gerdts arrived to design a business plan for 

the Bee Squad with Spivak. In consideration of the carnage of university programs nationally under the 

budget axe, their goal was to create an economically self-sustaining, fee-for-service entity connected to the 

University.  

“As we went through the finances, how much things cost and what we could and couldn't do, we 

had to pare down our original ideas quite a bit,” said Spivak. “Originally we were going to have it like the 

[computer] Geek Squad, where you call up and someone drives out in a cute little vehicle and helps you. 

We listed salaries, truck, mileage and everything we would need, and we couldn't make ends meet much 

less make a profit.” 

They outlined a bare-bones plan for 2012 – 13 to address two different audiences: beekeepers and 

bee supporters. Gerdts, who took charge, created a program, hive journal and an activity guide with 

supplemental learning -- for example, flower relationships and blooming times.   

They decided on three programs, with others projected for the future. For the first one, the original 

Hive to Bottle, the Squad orchestrates the purchases of bees and equipment and secures any necessary 

permits. Everything belongs to the client, who pays the beekeeper to take care of the colony. “It’s similar to 

hiring a gardener, and probably cheaper,” said Spivak. The charge per year to keep a home colony is $875, 

with up to three additional colonies included for $450 each. 

The second program, the Beekeeper Support Bundle, mentors a beekeeper at key times through the 

year, starting in the spring – hiving a new colony, checking for the queen, midsummer colony health, and a 

pre-winter colony check. “There are times when we know that beekeepers traditionally have problems. 

When do you add the next box? How do you find mites? How do you know how many mites you have? 



How do you know if the bees are ready for a Minnesota winter? So there are times when we know that 

people have a lot of questions,” said Gerdts. The agreement is for four two-hour visits, but the reality is that 

she goes out to the apiary “for however long it takes.” In addition, “We get pictures of how the bees are 

progressing and emails from people in the program.” A year of mentoring services is $275 within 15 miles 

of the University St. Paul Campus and costs incrementally more for greater distances. 

The philosophy of the Support Bundle is consistent with other Spivak projects, such as the testing 

that she started for California queen breeders: the factual information is offered, and the individual 

beekeeper makes the decisions. Gerdts gave the example of an overwintered hive that was overrun by 

mites. “I gave him facts and explained options: the colony will not make it. Each treatment product has 

pluses and minuses, or he could let the bees go. It's not my job to tell people what to do. It's my job to tell 

them what's happening with their bees.” That beekeeper chose to treat with Hopguard. Another one with 

mite-riddled bees chose not to treat but to split the hive, take the honey at the end of the season, and let the 

bees succumb.  

The program does mite testing on overwintered colonies in the spring and the late summer, on new 

packages in midsummer and, depending on the count, in fall for winter preparation. Statistics are collected 

on treatment effectiveness with the goal of amassing enough information to inform choices in a climate 

where temperature fluctuations influence chemical volatility.  

The Squad does recommend requeening in the fall; it breaks the brood cycle at a time when the 

mites are the highest and provides a fresh start for the spring. But Gerdts keeps the beekeeping lessons 

simple during the first year. “Once they see the cycle of the colony we can introduce more IPM,” she said. 

“For example, we recommend drone brood control to second-year beekeepers.”  

The third program for this pilot year is called Bee Help -- hands-on instruction for beekeepers. “If 

you are a beekeeper and you have a problem, you can come on campus,” said Gerdts. “We have a 

demonstration apiary set up, so we can help you through your problems by working in our apiary. We will 

show you things that are going on in our colonies and probably a lot of things match up. Most people just 

need a frame of reference. If they have their first colony, they have no idea if it is healthy or not healthy. 

“We tried to have as many different scenarios in the apiary as possible.” Gerdts keeps 

overwintered colonies, hived packages and swarms; some are started on foundation, some on their own 

foundation, and some on old comb. 

Individual beekeepers or small groups can make an appointment to meet a member of the Bee 

Squad for a lesson in the campus colonies. Before the meeting, specific questions and problems are 

discussed, often with photos or videos from the client. Tutoring sessions are then designed to meet the level 

and the needs of the visiting beekeepers. The cost is $25 per half hour lesson.  

Every day is different for the Bee Squad, a three-person team run by Gerdts, who works full time. 

“I don't know if I'm running it or it is running me,” she said. Jennie Werner works about quarter time and 

Helgen still helps out about two hours a week. “I've learned so much by getting into other people's colonies 

with other people's management strategies,” said Gerdts. “It's a challenge to my knowledge of bee biology 

to choose the best way to help a colony. 

“I've gotten into all kinds of funny situations.” One call came from a person who heard Spivak 

interviewed on Minnesota Public Radio and promptly ordered a package of bees and three brood boxes (a 

Minnesota way of overwintering). Gerdts, responding to his call, arrived on the scene and opened a box to 

hear piping and see virgin queens scuttling over a maze of burr comb. She promptly closed it, put bait hives 

up and, the next day, caught both the anticipated swarm and an afterswarm. “Nice to come into that 

situation, understand the biology and figure out the next step,” she said. 

“People I've met in this program are so different – race, religion, all the things that make us 

different, but they all come together around the bees. They just love the bees,” she said. They range from a 

young couple starting an urban CSA to a high-risk ob/gyn and a landscaper who keeps hives to promote 

pollinator gardens to her clients. 

 Gerdts expected to be a phantom beekeeper for the colonies kept on properties in the Hive to 

Bottle program – just delivering the honey. “That has taken a different direction than I anticipated,” said 

Gerdts. “Many people want to be there when I am working their hive, and they learn a lot by watching.” 

She keeps one colony for a retired vet, who once kept bees when his son was young and now 

communicates bee stories regularly to that son, now stationed in Afghanistan; on his return, they will keep 

the bees together. Likewise, Bee Help has evolved to be more inclusive: it now includes not just beekeepers 

but community members and school groups who come to the campus apiary with an interest in basic bee 



biology. The superintendent of a Minnesota school district came in the process of creating new curriculum 

about pollinators. 

“It’s pioneering,” said Gerdts. “No one has done anything like this before. It's doable. I'm out in 

the field most days, and you wouldn't believe how much beekeepers learn in a short time and how much 

better they are at taking care of their bees by having just a little help along the way. 

“We need first to have a self-supporting model. It can run itself with the right person in charge -- 

like a franchise. Other universities can do the same when all the infrastructure is available. That's the idea.” 

That future is already afoot, with the first clone to be set up by Gerdts. She completed her master’s 

degree in environmental science at Western Washington University and plans to return to Washington to 

start a Bee Squad there. 

A university is the best center for such a program, according to Spivak. She has seen all manner of 

baseless beekeeping theories zealously preached by internet-educated gurus with eager followers who have 

no frame of reference. “If it is run through a university, there is a certain credibility and tie to research that 

can be helpful to people,” she said. “It works both ways: researchers can get information from urban 

beekeeping and beekeepers have access to research-based information. Universities are a logical place to 

extend information from.” 

Another future plan, to build partnerships that will make the environment more hospitable to bees, 

has also come to the fore sooner than expected. The Town and Country Club of St Paul, a private golf 

course recognized as an Audubon sanctuary, is making plans with the Bee Squad to have beehives. Spivak 

has just received a grant from General Mills to explore native nectar-bearing plants and was able to 

introduce the additional possibility of bee-friendly turf. Also, although the golf course has not used 

pesticides for over 20 years, it is now faced with destructive invasive insects -- emerald ash borers and 

Japanese beetles for which neonicotinoids were to be used. Spivak connected the course planners with her 

graduate student Judy Wu, who is studying the effects of neonicotinoids on bees. With Wu, they are 

exploring alternative strategies. 

As much as future plans have crept forward into this pilot year, Spivak and Gerdts project that it 

will take about five years for the Bee Squad to become established. The project hasn’t broken even yet, 

although they hope it will next year. But then, Gerdts will be spawning a new Bee Squad in Washington, 

and another skilled, savvy and dedicated person will need to be found to take her place. Until now, clients 

have come from the University short courses, so the project will need to put out the word. 

“Once we can get the beekeeping part of it up and going, we can work with other ways that people 

can support bees in cities,” said Spivak. For those who would like to help bees but not keep them, the 

Squad will develop ways to attract natives, like the Mason bees. Consultation will be offered in identifying 

habitat as well as making or buying native bee houses -- although, as a university program, products cannot 

be sold. Spivak is currently working with Eric Mader, a pollination program director at the Xerces Society 

on ways to enhance habitat for native bees. For those who want a bee garden, the Squad will collaborate 

with designers and landscapers. It is hoped that bee lawns, another subject of Spivak’s current inquiry, will 

be developed for the area as well.  

One other hope is raised by the Bee Squad project. For all of the celebrated research it has 

produced, the UM bee lab building is, by all reports, a sorry site, best improved by its demolition. Donors 

for a proposed new lab are most likely to be people who understand something about bees. “Some of our 

Hive to Bottle customers are potential donors to the bee center that we would like to build,” said Spivak. 

“It's a nice way to connect with people. And they have a way to connect to the University, to understand 

what we are doing and why we are doing it. They have developed a passion for bees, so it's a nice way to 

cultivate donors.” 

The Bee Squad also considers its mission to encouraging beekeepers to participate in The Bee 

Informed Partnership, a national collaborative project to gather, consolidate and make available 

information about bee management.   

Gerdts keeps close track of Squad business and analyzes ways to steer it to independence from the 

University and out of danger of being cut. “Marla has been just tremendous in giving me the trust and 

freedom to develop this program,” she said. Then she is out the door again with her veil and smoker to 

open another box of surprises.  

 "It's great,” she said. “I love it." 
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 This article is based on: 

Marla Spivak, interview, Chico, CA, April 18, 2012. 

Minnesota Public Radio, The Daily Circuit, “The Plight of the Bees”, interview with Marla Spivak and 

Gene Robinson, April 25, 2012 

Jody Gertz, phone interview, May 15, 2012 
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 Contact the Bee Squad at: beesquad@umn.edu  or (612) 624-8989.  
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M.E.A. McNeil is a beekeeping journalist who lives on a small organic farm with her husband and son in 

Northern California. She can be reached at mea@onthefarm.com. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Bee Squad visits the home apiaries of beekeepers who sign up for a program called the Bee Support 

Bundle. Here, Squad leader Jody Gerdts  heard piping and saw virgin queens on the burr comb. She closed 

the hive and prepared for the next expected behavior. Photo courtesy University of Minnesota Bee Squad. 
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Gerdts set out bait hives, since she could see that the colony she’d been called to examine was about to 

swarm. She caught both the initial swarm and an afterswarm  for the new beekeeper.  Photo courtesy 

University of Minnesota Bee Squad. 

 

 

Jody Gerdts, who heads the Bee Squad at the University of Minnesota, has prepared two colonies for 

subscribers to a program that mentors them throughout  the bee year.   Photo courtesy University of 

Minnesota Bee Squad. 



                                                                                                                                                 

 

 

 

New beekeeper Ron Wirth has been taught by Gerdts of the Bee Squad to hive his packages, and he 

watches as the bees enter their new home. Another wrote of the experience, “ Hiving them  was fascinating, 

and checking the hives the first week was awe inspiring.”   Photo courtesy University of Minnesota Bee 

Squad. 

 

 

 

Jenny Werner of the Bee Squad works bees with beekeepers who are part of the Beekeeper Support  

Bundle, a program of visits to their apiaries and email advice.  One client wrote, “We saw brood cells and 

larvae.  Woo hoo :>) “.  Photo courtesy University of Minnesota Bee Squad. 



                                                                                                                                                 

 

 

 

Every day is different for Jody Gerdts, who keeps bees for Bee Squad clients, coaches beekeepers, and 

teaches in the University of Minnesota apiary.  Photo courtesy University of Minnesota Bee Squad. 

 

 

Hive to Bottle is a subscription program where colonies are kept for homeowners who desire the 

pollination and the honey but do not do the beekeeping. Many, however, choose to learn from watching the 

Bee Squad work their bees.  Jessica Helgen, a Squad member, is extracting honey for a client.  Photo 

courtesy University of Minnesota Bee Squad. 

 



                                                                                                                                                 

 

Phil Wexton is a Bee Squad subscriber to the Hive to Bottle Program.  His bees are kept by Squad 

beekeepers and Wexton enjoys the experience and the honey.  Photo courtesy University of Minnesota Bee 

Squad. 

 

 

 

 

 
 


