Who You Gonna Call?

June 1, 2018

“If there's something strange in your
neighborhood
Who you gonna call?
Ghostbusters!
If there's something weird
And it don't look good
Who you gonna call?
Ghostbusters!”
— Ray Parker Jr.
I’ve had people call me and say, “I think my
colony may have American Foulbrood… what do
you think?” My immediate response is, “I think
you should call somebody who knows a lot
more about American Foulbrood than I do!” On
the surface, that advice may sound flippant but
I am dead serious. In North Carolina, we are
extremely fortunate to have a Department of
Agriculture that recognizes the importance of
honey bees as a factor input to agricultural
production and puts its money (actually, our
money) where its mouth is… or at least more so
than most other states.
Did you know that North Carolina has six
full-time, year-round, professional honey bee
apiary inspectors whose only job is to make
sure that our honey bees are healthy and our
beekeepers are well-informed? Six people to
cover an entire state may not seem like a lot,
but South Carolina has only one part-time
apiary inspector who only does this job a half
day per week. Pennsylvania only hires temps
(college kids?) to act as inspectors during the
summer months.
If you don’t believe that we are uniquely
fortunate, get on the New York or New Jersey
Department of Agriculture websites and try to
figure out how to request an apiary inspection. I
gave up after about ten minutes of searching.
We have a lot to be proud of as North
Carolinians, and our professional apiary
inspection service is certainly one of those
things.

Chief Apiary Inspector Don Hopkins examines nucs at a
supplier's bee yard. These nucs will be available for sale...
if they pass inspection. Photo: Lewis Cauble

bee and honey industry in North Carolina and to
authorize the Commissioner of Agriculture and
the Board of Agriculture to perform services
and conduct activities to promote, improve,
and enhance the bee and honey industry in
North Carolina particularly relative to small
beekeepers; to regulate all bees of the superfamily Apoidea in any stage of development; the
causal agents of their disease or disorders, and
their pests; to protect the bee and honey
industry in North Carolina from bee diseases
and disorders and to provide regulatory
services in the areas of pollination of plants,
honeybee poisonings, thefts, bee management
and marketing.” That is a long-winded way of
saying that the NC Apiary Program exists to
protect our NC honey bees and enhance the NC
beekeeping industry.
A big part of that role is to guarantee the
health of honey bees that move into or across
our State. You may not realize it, but “(t)he
transportation or importation into North
Carolina from any other state or country of
bees … in any stage of development, the causal
agents of their diseases or disorders, their pests,
their products, nests or hives, and associated
equipment are prohibited…” except under
conditions set forth by the NCDA&CS. In other
words, bringing bees and bee equipment into
NC is a privilege, not a right. It falls upon our
Apiary Inspectors to ensure that the bees in our
State are “good bees” that are free of

What does the Apiary Program do?
The NC Honey Bee Act of 1977 states, “The
General Assembly hereby declares that it is in
the public interest to promote and protect the
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devastating diseases so the bad ones don’t
mess up the rest of us.
One way they do this is by working
cooperatively with agencies in other states. For
example, if Georgia inspectors certify that a
load of bees that are going to pollinate
cucumbers in Eastern NC are “good bees”, then
NCDA&CS will let them in. However the old
adage “trust, but verify” applies here. Once in
NC the bees will be inspected by our people to
ensure that they are happy with them. In fact,
the law requires that “(h)oneybees requiring an
entry permit which are moved into North
Carolina from other states or countries shall be
placed under post-entry quarantine for a period
of one year after entry. These bees shall not be
moved from the initial location to other
locations in North Carolina while under
quarantine.”
The same sort of cooperative relationship
exists for the sale of packages from out-of-state
suppliers. Sellers must have a NC permit, but
the initial inspection is done by the state
regulatory agency where they reside.
With only six inspectors for all of NC, clearly
the inspection service relies on the cooperation
of NC beekeepers as well. While inspectors
have the legal right to inspect any hives they
choose to, and also the legal right to dispose of
any that pose a threat to the State’s healthy
bees, they usually aren’t going to even know
where hives are unless we invite them to visit.
So we must do our part to keep NC safe and
healthy for our bees and beekeepers. The
inspectors are our partners, not our
adversaries: their goals are exactly the same as
ours.

County and many others who support
beekeepers through Cooperative Extension
efforts. They conduct research, consult and
generally spread knowledge to all of us,
“extending” the reach of our universities across
all 100 counties and the Cherokee Nation.
However they are not part of the regulatory
arm (or any other part) of NCDA&CS and they
are not charged with conducting apiary
inspections.
It is easy to get the Apiary Program of the
NCDA&CS confused with Cooperative Extension
because not only do their goals overlap, but
their staffs often work closely with each other,
consulting and assisting with various projects as
needed. They are “all in this together”, and for
us to be successful beekeepers we must be in
there too.
That’s all well and good, but surely their
services must be expensive, right? I’ve only
got a few hives and I can’t afford to spend a
lot on them.
If you call your apiary inspector about a
problem or he/she comes out for a regular
inspection, their services have already been
paid for by your tax dollars. They don’t cost you
anything. Nothing. Nada. Why waste time on
You-Tube trying to find what BigBeeGuy341 has
done when you can get genuinely expert advice,
for free, from your very own professional?
(Besides, how much credibility should you give
to people who don’t even use their real
names?)
Okay, but I have a well-developed
inferiority complex and I don’t want to
bother these folks… my problems are trivial
compared to the important beekeepers they
deal with, right? I would be embarrassed
for such a highly-trained person who is
used to dealing with big-time commercial
beekeepers to come out and look at my
dinky little hives.
Pop quiz: how many big-time commercial
beekeepers do you think there are in North
Carolina? Thousands? Hundreds? Dozens?

Doesn’t the Cooperative Extension Service
do the same thing? Are the Inspectors part
of Cooperative Extension?
Extension work is done under a Federal
mandate in all 50 states. In North Carolina,
Cooperative Extension is conducted by our two
land-grant universities, NCSU and NC A&T. We
are fortunate to have people such as Dr. David
Tarpy at NCSU, Debbie Roos in the field in
Chatham County, Mart Bumgarner in Orange
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Okay, this all makes sense. But when should
I call my inspector?
Hopefully you are a member of a county
bee club and have access to folks who can give
reasonable answers to basic questions like
“how do I catch a swarm?” and “why do my
bees hang out on the front of the hive in July?”
But if you have concerns about diseases, pests
or other aspects of colony health, that’s what
the NC Apiary Program is all about. So if you
want to know what that strange smell is coming
from in the brood nest, why your bee larvae are
brown instead of white or why those package
bees you bought on-line from Texas just killed
your cat, call your inspector! And our inspectors
work closely with their colleagues in the
NCDA&CS Pesticide Division, so call them
immediately if you suspect your bees have been
killed by pesticides. (See July 2016’s “Save the
Bees, Starting with Your Own” for more on this
topic.) (Please call your inspector before you
call the television station; most so-called
“pesticide kills” turn out to be Varroa-related or
starvation.)
Not sure whether you should call? If you
have to ask, then go ahead and call!

Wrong! There are only about a half dozen to a
dozen commercial beekeepers in our state.
Around six to twelve people. That’s it. There are
probably a few hundred folks who keep enough
hives to make a little extra money, but all of the
thousands and thousands that are left are little
bitty hobbyists just like you and me. If our state
apiary inspectors only dealt with “the big guys”,
there would be absolutely no reason to have six
full-time inspectors. Almost all of the services
they give are to hobbyists with a couple or so
hives. Inspector Will Hicks once told me that he
prefers to help the guy with one or two hives
because it is a lot easier! You can’t argue with
that!
With regard to “trivial” problems: American
Foulbrood is the scariest bee disease we have
(see October 2015’s “Wisdom Wins Out
Regarding AFB Treatments”). One infected
colony can spew the disease all over the
surrounding area, regardless of how many hives
the beekeeper owns. That’s why our inspectors
are concerned with everyone’s colony’s health,
not just certain people’s. Their goal is to make
sure that “trivial” problems stay trivial.
Still not convinced? Go back and look at the
legal remit of the Apiary Program that I quoted
earlier. It says they are “… to perform services
and conduct activities to promote, improve, and
enhance the bee and honey industry in North
Carolina particularly relative to small
beekeepers.” So looking after the little guy is
right there in the law!

Wow, this is great. I’m gonna call as soon as
I finish reading this article. But wait, I don’t
know her/his number or even her/his
name. How do I find that?
The assignment territories and contact
information for our Apiary Inspectors are on the
NCDA&CS website under Plant Industry > Plant
Protection Section > Apiary Inspection Services.
If that is too much navigation for you to handle,
look on the NC State Beekeepers Association
website under Resources > Apiary Inspection.
Or if even that is too much effort, I have
appended a document provided by NCDA&CS
which has a map and text description of
assignment areas with the name and contact
information for each inspector.
Now you have no excuses… call your
inspector!

Will the inspectors laugh at me because I
am doing stuff wrong? Will I get in trouble
if they think I am neglecting my bees?
Of course not. Even though our Apiary
Inspectors do have regulatory authority, they
aren’t the Bee Police – you won’t get into
trouble with them for doing something stupid. If
that were possible, we wouldn’t have any beekeepers left in North Carolina, including me.
Think of them as the Health Department for
your bees, the friendly folks who want to help
you make everything better.
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Special thanks to Chief Apiary Inspector Don
Hopkins for his review of this article and suggestions for improvement, and Mountain Region
Inspector Lewis Cauble for his support and
photo. (Chart below from
http://www.ncagr.gov/plantindustry/plant/apia
ry/apiaryinspectors.htm)

Randall Austin is a NC Master Beekeeper who
keeps a few honey bee hives in northern Orange
County, NC. He can be reached at
s.randall.austin@gmail.com.
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