
Varroa Mites 
 

Hello fellow beekeepers, Fred here from Shonnard’s Nursery 

Today I will be discussing the dangers of varroa mites and the methods you as a 

beekeeper can use to monitor their levels in your hives.  

Firstly, what exactly is a Varroa destructor? Varroa destructors are arthropods related to 

ticks and behaving in a similar parasitic manner. Visually, they are brown, a little smaller than a 

bee’s eye, oval in shape, and with 8 forward facing legs. They attach to the body of adult or 

larval bees and cause a condition called Varroosis, which can cause many maladies including 

but not limited to: poor brood patterning from the queen, Deformed Wing Virus, a general 

weakening the immune system leading to other diseases, and shortened lifespan. 

The lifecycle of Varroa mites depends on drone brood in a beehive. Drones take longer 

to develop than workers or queens, so female varroa mites are able to lay more eggs in drone 

cells, usually up to 3 females per drone cell. Drones make up about 15% of a hive’s population, 

and a healthy hive usually has somewhere around 60,000 bees so the mites can build up very 

quickly and decimate a hive. 

So, how large is the varroa mite problem? Are my bees likely to be affected? Varroa 

mites are a worldwide problem. Commercial hives are transported from long distances to crops 

in very close proximity. During pollination, bees from one hive come into contact with another, 

become infected, and then bring the mites back to their home location. Basically, spring 

pollination is a super-spreader event. Almost every hive, be it a commercial hive or a backyard 

hive, will likely have a varroa mite presence. 

So, now that you know a bit about what varroa mites are, how can you test for them in 

your hive? There are several methods of testing, and it is up to you which one(s) you prefer. 

A Mite Board or sticky board can be placed in your screened bottom board. For 

accurate results, several tests must be done to determine a trend. We recommend leaving the 

board in your hive for 4 days before carefully removing the board to inspect for mites. A 

magnifying glass helps you to count how many mites have fallen. Count each mite and multiply 

by 50 for an estimated total mite population, then divide by 4 (4 days with a mite board) to 

obtain an estimated daily drop rate of mites. (“Honey Bee Biology,” P317) Daily drop rates 

should not exceed 50/day.  

Another method of testing for mites is an Alcohol Wash, like Varroa Easy Check, 
which is quick, simple, and accurate. It does require killing about 300 bees (1/2 cup), but the 

queen produces up to 2,000 eggs every day and you will be saving more bee lives than you kill 



here. So you take your bees from a frame in the upper brood box (there will be more mites here 

than other areas of the hive) and make sure the queen is NOT present! Give the frame a hard 

tap over a container to drop a large number of bees. Wait a moment so the older bees (less 

mites) fly off and double check that you don’t see the queen, then scoop up about 1/2C of live 

bees. Pour in your isopropyl alcohol and swirl, killing the bees and the mites attached to them. 

The mites will fall off the bees and settle at the bottom of the cup where they can be easily 

counted. Take the number of mites you counted and divide by 3 to get the percentage of mites 

to bees. This percentage should be under 2% or your hive will need treatment. 

 I hope you found this information useful, happy beekeeping! 


