
“A Problem Adequately Stated is a Problem Solved” 

The Next Generation Beekeepers Initiative Kicks off in Montana 

 

The latest numbers from a Bee Culture survey show beekeepers under forty years old making up a mere 

eight percent of our industry.  What’s more, a January 23rd article in the Wall Street Journal titled, 

“More Beekeepers Sour on Profession as Winter Die-Offs Continue,” is an all-too familiar sentiment 

moving through the beekeeping industry.  That’s not great news, as the future is upon us and the time is 

now to ensure the survival of our livelihood and passion.  This is, however, an exciting time to be a 

beekeeper.  Society, government, science, and the food industry have their eyes turned to us and are 

poised to offer support, perhaps more generously than any time in modern history.  So what do we do?  

Where are we going?  Who are the emerging leaders, and what is their stance on the current issues 

affecting our daily lives?   

 

The team at the Bee Girl organization is passionate about action-based solutions; but in order to reveal 

the solutions we need, we have to adequately state our problems.  In an attempt to define the issues 

that plague our bees, as well as the beekeeping industry, we need to come together as a coalition.  

Beekeepers are a funny group.  We are independent, head strong, and secretive.  We are also 

passionate, generous, and thoughtful.  Beekeepers take on no distinct archetype.  We boast the form of 

dreads, cowboy boots, ragged straw hats, suspenders, handlebar mustaches, perfectly curled hair, no 

hair, cuff links, overalls, coveralls, bikinis, tie dye, bow ties, skinny ties, skinny jeans, miniskirts, 

pinstripes, Carhartts, lab coats, trifocals, aviators, trucker hats, and hairbands.  The bees, and who they 

choose, don’t care about gender, race, religion, or borough; which gives us the ultimate advantage!  We 

have the best possible and most diverse team to collaborate on the survival of bees and beekeepers.   

 

Wishing to capitalize on the intelligence, experience, and enthusiasm of this group, the Bee Girl 

organization started the “Next Generation Beekeepers Initiative.”  With generous support and 

encouragement from Jerry Bromenshenk, then president of the Western Apicultural Society, we decided 

to kick of the initiative with a party, of sorts, at the WAS meeting in Missoula, MT, Fall of 2014.  

 

This “Late Night Break out Session” would give next gen beekeepers an opportunity to meet up and talk 

about issues they are having as beekeepers, brainstorm some solutions, and also hear thoughtful 

insights from long time beekeepers.  There was also an amazing band, Swing 13, honey lavender ice 

cream, made just for us and donated by Big Dipper, and Ocktoberfest beer from Bayern Brewing.  The 

evening at the Stensrud Playhouse was sponsored by Browning Honey Company and the Western 

Apicultural Society, and was a complete success.  

 

Approximately 35 beekeepers turned out for the event.  Beekeepers who attended were backyard, small 

scale and large commercial beekeepers, managing hive numbers ranging from 2 to thousands.  

Attendants spanned the gamut of educators, advocates, students, pollinators, honey producers, and 

researchers.  We kicked it off with a social hour, and then got into the nitty gritty.  The breakout session 

was facilitated by Sarah Red-Laird, Executive Director of the Bee Girl organization (that’s me), Scott 

Debnam, University of Montana PhD Candidate and Bee Girl founding board member, and John Miller, 



fourth generation beekeeper,  president of Miller Honey Farms, subject of the novel, “The Beekeepers 

Lament,” and star of the feature film, “More Than Honey.”   

 

After a brief introduction and comments by the facilitators, we opened up the floor for a “snowball” 

brainstorm to quickly identify the top problems we are facing as beekeepers today.  We then moved 

into a hardy discussion to define and discuss potential solutions.  Below is an outline of the discussion.   

 

Problem:  Unclear Data on Bee Losses  

Solutions: 

• Educate community on sharing data,  

• Lower costs of sample testing /give hobbyists grants,  

• Subsidies beekeepers indiscriminate of operation,  

• Lobby beekeepers together / unionize, 

• Create bee jobs, 

• Cooperative beekeeping, 

• Government funding for monitoring.     

 

Problem:  Fear of Bees 

Solutions:  

• School programs, 

• Earth Day festivals and fairs,   

• Stop hiding bees,  

• Public visits / demos,  

• Sting awareness and protocol training.  

 

Problem:  Varroa  

Solutions:  

• Alternative pest management,  

• Different configurations,  

• Different hive styles,  

• Brood breaks,  

• Training,  

• Research.   

 

Problem:  Lack of Forage 

Solutions:  

• Highway median plantings, 

• Find native and/or bee friendly plants to dispense,   

• Grant ready ideas for Obama’s Pollinator initiative.  

 

Problem: Lack of Youth in Beekeeping  

Solutions  



• More internships in practical beekeeping, 

• School presentations,  

• Discounts to youth who want to attend bee school / beekeeping conferences,  

• Honey Queen / Bee Ambassadors,  

• More public beekeeping demos.  

 

Problem:  Pesticides 

Solutions:  

• Common ground with growers and PCAs, 

• Beekeeper compensation for pesticide caused losses, 

• Government subsidized monitoring,   

• Education / communication between bee heath stakeholders,  

• Alternatives to pesticides in urban and rural areas,  

• Bee Safe neighborhoods,  

• Restore local control,  

• Feedback for misuse – report / consequences,   

• Posting of test data from chemical companies,  

• Open access to pesticide testing databases.      

 

So what’s next?  I have a lot of ideas.  A LOT.  But this isn’t a problem just affecting me, it’s affecting all 

of us, so all of us need to be part of the solution.  I’m very adamant about everything I present being 

“open source”  (o·pen-source, adj., made freely available and may be redistributed and modified).  So 

please, if anything here resonates with you, take these ideas and run with them.  Just let us know how it 

goes and we’ll do the same!   

 

In the first couple of years, we expect the initiative to be more of an information gathering endeavor.  

We would like to hear from beekeepers across the country with their boots on the ground.  What are 

they seeing?  What is challenging?  What is helping?  From there we will develop action-based solutions 

in the model of a “cooperative”; as to work together and not in competition with each other, to ensure 

the preservation of our honey bees.  Because, after all, they are who it is all about.     

 

*Headline quote is attributed to Buckminster Fuller.  

 

    

 

 

 

 

                      


