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Executive Summary 
 

 The Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC) has 
commissioned a five-year strategic network to address the growing problem of pollinator 
decline in Canada through the Canadian Pollination Initiative (CANPOLIN).  As an 
integral part of CANPOLIN’s Economic Theme working group, a study was designed by 
the Department of Food, Agricultural and Resource Economics at the University of 
Guelph to investigate issues surrounding the economic viability of managed honeybees in 
Canada.  The 2010 Beekeeping Survey was developed to learn how apiarists are 
managing their operations in this changing industry. 
 The 2010 Beekeeping Survey was administered by mail and internet in both 
official languages to apiarist across Canada during the summer and fall of 2011.  The 
survey covered a range of topics including personal characteristics, operating costs and 
revenues, goods and services offered, commercial pollination, and colony losses.   
 Although most of Canada’s beekeepers are located in the Prairies, the majority of 
survey respondents were from Ontario and Quebec.  Survey participants were between 
the ages of 40 and 59 years, on average, held post-secondary diplomas, and possessed an 
average of 14 years of beekeeping experience. 
 Special emphasis in this study was placed on whether the size and number of 
apiary products and services offered affect beekeepers’ profits. Findings suggest that 
smaller apiaries tend to be more profitable on a per-colony basis.  Moreover, the number 
of goods and services offered also varied positively with profits per colony. 
 This investigation also looked at commercial pollination services as an example 
of enterprise diversification.  The objective in this case was to gain perspective on issues 
beekeepers may face in offering an additional product or service for extra income.  
Overall, transportation and equipment constraints as well as small size of operation were 
the most commonly cited challenges to getting started with commercial pollination.  
 In an effort to produce recommendations for improving beekeeping management 
techniques and policy initiatives, this study also included a foreign research component 
focusing on European beekeeping industries.  Possible initiatives for beekeepers could 
involve forming regional professional associations to legitimizing specific apiary 
activities or liaising with complimentary industries. From a policy perspective, public 
funding initiatives could target recuperating annual losses of honeybee colonies, or 
investment in training and equipment purchase for apiarists seeking to develop or expand 
their beekeeping operations. 
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1.  Introduction 

Honeybees have a lot to offer both in terms of agricultural products and ecosystem 

services.  However, bees the world over are succumbing to a number of threats such as climate 

change, reduced biodiversity, and invasive species that are decreasing their quality of health 

and longevity (UNEP, 2010).  The cost of dealing with these problems is rising for apiarists and 

Canada’s beekeepers are not exempt from this trend.  The purpose of this inquiry is to examine 

the economic characteristics of Canada’s apiaries in an effort to propose ways of improving 

upon the profitability of this industry.  The purpose of this report is to summarize the results of 

the 2010 CANPOLIN Beekeeping survey and relate those findings to profit trends involving 

the size and diversity of Canadian apiaries.  This report will also set forth industry and policy 

recommendations from other jurisdictions in an effort to encourage increased profitability for 

Canada’s apiarists. 

 

 

2.  Current State of Honeybees 

 Honeybees are probably the best-known pollinating species around the world; however, 

the significance of their decline is less understood.   This report begins with an overview of the 

current state of honeybees in both the global and Canadian contexts. 

 

2.1  Honeybees: Global Context 

Among the 20,000 species of bees on earth, the most commonly domesticated are 

honeybees (UNEP, 2010). The United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization estimates 

that 71 out of the 100 crops that provide 90% of the global food supply are reliant on bee 

pollination (Ibid).  Between 1961 and 2006, global agriculture increased its reliance on 

pollinators by 50% and 62% in the developed and developing world, respectively (Aizen et al., 

2009 cited by vanEngelsdorp and Meixner, 2010).  “Honeybees remain the most economically 

valuable crop pollinators of monocultures worldwide” (Klein, 2007, p. 304).  Honeybees are 

also an important indicator species and their decline signals potential problems for human 

health (UNEP, 2010, Klein et al., 2007).  Our reliance on managed honeybees is increasing at a 

time when they are at their most vulnerable.  The collapse of honeybee colonies is rapidly 

becoming one of the most significant issues in agriculture (Sumner and Boriss, 2007).   
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Although beekeepers are accustomed to abandoned hives and bee die-offs each year, 

theses rates are climbing (Ibid).  World honeybee populations are most threatened by disease, 

increasingly harsh weather patterns, and loss of biodiversity.  “Among the most dire threats 

facing managed honeybee populations is the varroa mite that has directly increased operational 

expenditures because of the costs associated with purchasing and applying control products” 

(NRC, 2006 cited by vanEngelsdorp and Meixner, 2010, p.S85, UNEP, 2010). Weather too has 

a serious effect for colony welfare: extended periods of cold, rainy, and hot weather have been 

blamed on severe colony mortality (Ibid.).  Beekeepers have identified severe winter weather 

and overall weather patters as a major contributor to winter pollinator mortality (UNEP, 2010, 

vanEngelsdorp and Meixner, 2010).  Loss of biodiversity has translated into fewer varieties and 

lower quality of plants available for bees.  The introduction of large-scale agricultural 

production and monoculture have also reduced the variety of forage substances available to 

bees, consequently weakening their overall health (Ibid.).  

 

2.2  Honeybees: Canadian Context 

Canada’s beekeeping industry is not impervious to the problems other countries are 

currently experiencing. Unusual fall and winter weather patterns, inadequate nutrition, 

biodiversity, and pathogens such as varroa mites and Nosema are among the most important 

causes of rising honeybee losses in Canada (Currie et al., 2010).  Over-winter death rates are 

believed to be a major cause of honeybee collapse in Canada.  The average, normal rate of 

winter mortality in Canada is 15%, however, in recent years, beekeepers have reported that as 

much as 35% of their colonies are perishing over winter (Ibid, HCC, 2010).  Invasive species 

such as the Varroa mite, which first appeared in Canada in 1989, have also had a negative 

effect on managed honeybee colonies throughout most of the country (Currie et al., 2010).  

Beekeepers compensate for high over-winter losses by splitting up remaining colonies, and 

purchasing packaged bees and new hives (Melhim et al., 2010).  The overall effect of these 

honeybee scourges has raised the costs of commercial beekeeping (Rucker et al., 2005).  
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In response to rising colony losses, the Canadian beekeeping industry has undergone an 

important structural change over the last 20 years.  Figure 1 shows the number of beekeepers in 

Canada compared to the number of honeybee colonies.  The overall number of colonies in 

Canada has remained stable over time despite a sharp drop in the late 1980s coinciding with the 

introduction of the varroa mite.  While the number of colonies has recovered from the shock, 

the number of beekeepers in the industry appears to be declining.  Canada now has fewer 

beekeepers per colonies.  Beekeeping operations in Canada are becoming fewer and larger: this 

industry is on a path towards consolidation. 

 

Figure 1. Consolidation of Canadian beekeeping industry 

 
Source: CANSIM, 2010 

 

Though it is clear what is happening to the Canadian beekeeping industry in general, it 

is not clear what beekeepers are doing to maintain economic viability under these increasingly 

difficult circumstances.  The trend toward consolidation shows that the average size of apiaries 

is increasing.  What is not known, is how this change in size is affecting profits.  Moreover, 

there exists no economic information about the range of products and services offered by 

Canadian beekeeping operations.   
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2.3  Canadian Honey Beekeeping Industry 

While Canada is a net exporter of honey with almost half of its annual production of 75 

million pounds exported, honeybees have more to offer the agricultural sector than just their 

honey (HCC, 2011).  Other lucrative Canadian apiary activities include production of wax, 

pollen, and royal jelly, queen rearing, nuc breeding, and commercial pollination of crops. 

In Canada pollination is a major contributor to crop production; honeybees are in high 

demand for pollination of hybrid seeds, and crops such as vegetables, fruits, oilseed and 

soybean (HCC, 2011, CAPA, 1999).  Examples of crops that are heavily reliant on honeybee 

pollination in Canada include apples, blueberries, and most vegetables as well as field crops 

such as soybeans and canola (Morse and Calderone, 2000, CAPA, 1999).  In Canada, the value 

of honeybees to pollination of crops is estimated at over $2 billion annually (HCC, 2011). 

Pollination of canola is also a major activity in Canada; in 2010 it ranked as the third largest 

field crop accounting for 6,8 million hectares of acreage (Statistics Canada, 2011).   The role of 

managed honeybees has grown in recent years due to increased acreage of monocrops and the 

decline of wild pollinators (Rucker et al., 2005). “The elimination of feral bee colonies 

represents a rightward shift in the demand for commercial pollination services and a spur to 

contracting and markets” (Rucker et al., 2005, p.7).  Amidst the current global decline of 

pollinators, the need for crop pollination is now greater than ever.  Canadian apiarists can 

potentially increase profits by offering pollination services to growers thereby diversifying their 

farm business, and adding another source of income.  Therefore, it is a main objective of this 

research to examine how the size and the number of products and services offered by 

beekeepers, such as commercial pollination, affect their profits. 

 

 

  



 5 

3.  Economics of Beekeeping Study Purpose 

 

Beekeeping is an ideal example of a multi-product firm that uses the same, principal 

input, namely honeybee colonies.  Yet, no prior research in Canada has looked at the 

relationship between beekeepers’ profits and the diversity of products and services offered.  

Research on the economics of beekeeping in Canada is practically non-existent.  The purpose 

of this research is to identify the differences in average profits per colony between different 

sizes of apiaries and levels of diversification in Canada.  

 The relationship between apiary profits, size and diversification is of particular 

importance to this survey because of the effects these variables have on profits. While it is 

generally taken for granted that larger operations tend to generate more output through the logic 

of economies of scale, it is not known whether this relationship is significant for apiarists.  

Similarly, the concept of economies of scope generally accounts for the increased efficiency 

from producing several outputs that use the same inputs.   

This study seeks to determine whether there is any relationship between apiary profits, 

size, and level of diversification.  The first question this study sets forth is whether there is a 

relationship between profit per colony of an apiary and its size.  The second question set forth 

is whether there is a relationship between profit per colony of an apiary and its level of 

diversification.   

 

 

3.1  CANPOLIN 2010 Beekeeping Survey Overview 

 The 2010 Beekeeping Survey was a collaborative effort between researchers in the 

Economic Working Group of the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of 

Canada’s Canadian Pollination Initiative (NSERC - CANPOLIN) at the University of Guelph’s 

Department of Food, Agricultural and Resource Economics and the University of British 

Columbia’s Apis mellifera Proteomics of Innate resistance (APIS) project.  The survey was 

designed using Snap 10 Professional survey software, version 10. 
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The survey questionnaire included eleven sections covering mainly economic and 

demographic characteristics of respondents. The introductory part of the survey asked 

beekeepers to classify their status as a beekeeper (full time, hobby, part-time), the products and 

services they offered, the number of years they have been keeping bees, their age, level of 

education, and whether they were the sole operator of their apiary.  Section One of the survey 

covered questions on location and number of colonies.  Section Two focused on income and 

revenue with questions on proportion of income from beekeeping, as well as quantities and 

value of apiary outputs.  Section Three included two questions on hired labour value and time.  

Section Four, which focused on honey production, asked respondents about the crops their bees 

foraged on, and contracts used.  Section Five was similar to Section Four in that it posed the 

same questions only in relation to pollination services.  The sixth section focused on pest 

prevention and management practices currently employed as well as colony losses and their 

suspected causes.  Section Eight, designed specifically for the University of British Columbia’s 

APIS project was on queen sourcing.  Section Nine consisted of only one question asking 

respondents about the vehicles they owned.  The final section of this survey constituted of 

follow-up and contact questions for clarification of questionnaire responses, and also if 

respondents were interested in obtaining a report of the study. 

The survey counted a total of 42 questions to which respondents were free to answer, or 

not.  Depending on the answer given to certain questions, subsequent questions may have been 

skipped, or redirected to a more specific set of follow-up questions.  For example, at the 

beginning of Section Five on pollination respondents were asked if they used any of their 

colonies for commercial pollination in 2010; if the answer was “yes”, the questionnaire was 

redirected to a more specific set of questions on this topic concluding with a question about the 

biggest obstacles the beekeeper faced in getting started with this particular enterprise.  

However, if the respondent answered that they did not use any of their colonies for pollination, 

they were instead asked about the most important reasons behind their decision not to offer 

pollination services before proceeding to the subsequent section on the survey.  While this re-

directing of questions was programmed into the electronic survey, and occurred automatically, 

in the print version of the questionnaire instructions on which question to proceed to next were 

written next to these redirecting responses. 
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3.2  Sample Recruitment and Survey Distribution 

Announcements in French and English inviting beekeepers to participate in the survey 

including a simple web address were sent out electronically to provincial apiarists, regional 

beekeeping and producer associations, and national organizations such as the Canadian Honey 

Council to be featured in their electronic, and printed newsletters and on their websites.  The 

advertisements also included information on how to obtain a printed version of the survey for 

those beekeepers preferring this format.  The decision to offer surveys in print as well as 

electronically was to ensure that beekeepers without internet access were not excluded from the 

sample.  Due to time constraints, telephone, or in-person interviews were not possible and 

consequently may have excluded persons who are functionally illiterate or visually impaired.  

 The NSERC-CANPOLIN website was the primary tool for administering the survey; 

printed surveys were also available either by facsimile or by post.  The on-line survey was 

made available on June 20th, 2011 and closed on December 1st, 2011.  Reminders and requests 

to re-post, or update the survey announcement were sent to the aforementioned organizations in 

late September since this signals the end of the busy season for most beekeepers in Canada. In-

person recruitment also took place at the British Columbia Honey Producers’ Association in 

late October. 

The Honey Council of Canada (2011) reports that there are approximately 7,000 

beekeepers in Canada operating a total of 600,000 colonies of honeybees, 80% of which are 

commercially operated while the remainder is run by hobbyists.  The Prairie provinces of 

Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba are the major honey producers in Canada. 

Approximately 475,000 colonies are located in the Prairie provinces and they produce 80% of 

Canada's crop.  A representative sample should include a significantly larger proportion of 

commercial beekeepers than hobbyists.  Similarly, the majority of survey respondents should 

be from Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba in order to be representative of the current 

distribution of Canadian honeybee colonies. One question on the survey asked respondents in 

which postal code the majority of their colonies are located for the purpose of identifying this 

demographic characteristic.  There is no data currently available on the average number of 

colonies per beekeeper in Canada.  Nevertheless, it is important to obtain a wide range of 

apiary sizes to effectively test the relevance of apiary size and diversification on profits. 
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4.  Survey Results 

.  

Since there currently exist no publically available demographic details on Canada’s 

honey beekeepers, it was important for this inquiry to capture some of those details to give an 

impression of who Canada’s apiarists are and what they do.  This section presents the 2010 

Beekeeping Survey’s findings, examines the relationships between apiary profits, size, and 

enterprise diversification, and looks at challenges to enterprise diversification.   

Although a total of 36 completed surveys were submitted on-line and by mail, the 

number of responses per question varied.  Those questions receiving the lowest number of 

responses were those on apiary costs and sales while questions about general demographics 

received the highest response rate. 

Data obtained from the Canadian Socioeconomic Database of Statistics Canada 

(CANSIM) indicates that there were just over 7,200 honey beekeepers in Canada operating 

some 617,264 colonies in 2010 (2010).  Therefore the survey sample of 36 beekeepers and 

32,762 colonies in total represents 0.5% of Canada’s beekeepers and their honeybee colonies.  

34 of the 36 respondents reported the number of colonies they operated in 2010; these numbers 

ranged between 1 and 17,000 with an average of 963 colonies and a standard deviation of 

2,997. 
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4.1  Regional Distribution of Survey Sample 
 Due to the low response rate of the survey, it was difficult to obtain a sample that was 

geographically representative of beekeepers in Canada.  Figure 2 shows the regional 

distribution of beekeepers who completed the survey compared to the actual distribution of 

beekeeper throughout Canada according to CANSIM (2010).  The ten provinces were grouped 

based on their geographic location: the Maritimes include Prince Edward Island, New 

Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland and Labrador; the East consists of Ontario and 

Quebec, the Prairies include Manitoba and Saskatchewan, and the West is made up of Alberta 

and British Columbia. 

In comparing the survey sample distribution with the actual distribution of Canadian 

beekeepers, it is clear that the survey sample is not perfectly representative of the actual 

distribution.  The eastern provinces of Ontario and Quebec are overrepresented in the sample 

while the Prairies (Manitoba and Saskatchewan) and West (Alberta and British Columbia) 

should take up a larger share.  Nonetheless, the sample of beekeepers that completed the 2010 

Beekeeping Survey is similar to the actual distribution in terms of regional rankings for highest 

number of beekeepers and honey production (CANSIM, 2010). 

 

Figure 2. Actual and survey sample distributions of beekeepers in Canada by region 
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4.2  Beekeepers Sample Description 

In Canada, 80% of honey beekeepers are full-time commercial apiarists, the majority of 

which can be found in Alberta, Manitoba, Ontario, and Quebec; however, not much else is 

know about this diverse group of farmers (HCC, 2011).   As Table 1 indicates, the majority of 

survey respondents were between the ages of 40 and 59 years; this group accounted for 65% of 

the 34 survey participants who answered this question.  The over 70 age category, though an 

option in the survey is absent from Table 1 because none of the respondents selected this as 

their age category.  The age distribution found in the survey sample reflects the national 

average of farm operators: 54% of farmers in Canada are between the ages of 35 and 54 

(Statistics Canada, 2006). 

Of the 34 beekeepers who chose to identify their highest level of education, the majority 

reported having completed a college degree (31%) and 41% possessed university diplomas.  

The national average of Canadian farm operators who hold university degrees is 10% according 

to the 2006 Census of Agriculture (Statistics Canada, 2006). 

 

 

Table 1. Beekeeper characteristics 

Characteristics 
Number 

(share) 

Age    (n = 34) 

20-29 1 (3%) 

30-39 6 (18%) 

40-49 11 (32%) 

50-59 11 (32%) 

60-69 5 (15%) 

Education   (n = 34) 

Less than high school 5 (15%) 

High school diploma 5 (15%) 

College / cégep / trade school diploma 10 (29%) 

Undergraduate degree 9 (26%) 

Post graduate degree 5 (15%) 
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Beekeeping status was the only demographically-related question on the 2010 

Beekeeper Survey with a response rate of 100%.  Out of 36 respondents, 23 identified 

themselves as either hobbyists or part-time beekeepers (representing 65% of the sample) while 

the remaining 13 were full time and commercial beekeepers.  This ratio is actually the opposite 

of what the Honey Council of Canada reported in 2010 when hobbyists accounted for 20% of 

their industry (2011).   

Survey respondents were also asked about the proportion of their farm income they 

obtained from beekeeping.  Keeping in mind that 13 of the 36 beekeepers who completed the 

survey indicated that keeping bees was their full-time job, 43% of respondents indicated that 

beekeeping accounted for 80% or more of their farm income. Meanwhile, 45% of respondents 

stated that beekeeping was less than 20% of their farm income in 2010.   

Total profit was calculated for 19 of the 36 survey respondents who provided 

information on their sales and costs.  Total profits were divided by number of colonies to obtain 

the average profit each honeybee colony brings in for each apiary.  Average profit per colony  

for the 19 cases was estimated at $257 where the maximum was $723 per colony and 

the minimum was $2.50 (with a standard deviation of $188).  These calculations employed the 

number of honeybee colonies in May 2010 as its measure of apiary size.  

 

4.3  Honeybee Colony Sample Description 

This survey was also a good opportunity to learn about colony over-wintering practices, 

losses, and colony replacement.  Figure 3 shows the most common over-wintering honeybee 

colony preservation methods used by survey respondents.  Wraps include Wetern, Dussen VD, 

and tar paper.  Other methods of insulation reported by beekeepers include plywood and 

Styrofoam hoarding panels, insulated hive tops and bottoms and dark painted hives, Daico-foil 

with double bubble wrap and Styrofoam, and year-round insulation and wind protection on 

thick-walled, solid wood, permanent top-bar hives. 
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Figure 3. Over-wintering colony preservation practices (n = 32) 
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Table 2. Colonies and losses 2010 - 2011   (n = 35) 

  Mean Maximum Minimum 
Standard 

deviation 

Colonies in May 2010 910 17000 1 2956 

Losses: May - October 2010  93 1000 0 240 

Losses: Winter 2010-2011  245 3000 0 705 

Colonies in May 2011 981 20000 1 3425 
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Replacement of colonies is an inevitability of beekeeping, and can be achieved 

either by splitting up existing colonies or purchase of new ones.  11 out of 36 

respondents reported purchases of colonies as part of their operation costs.  Where 

source of queens is concerned, the majority of beekeepers stated that they reared their 

own.  Figure 4 summarizes the different sources for obtaining queens in Canada. 

  

Figure 4. Queen sourcing (n = 35) 
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Table 3.  Regional distribution of apiary enterprises (n = 26) 

 Maritimes  

(4%) 

East           

(61%) 

Prairies  

(12%) 

West           

(23%) Apiary enterprise 

Honey 1 16 3 6 

Queens  3   

Nucs  5 2  

Pollination  2 1  

Wax, pollen, and jelly  3 2 1 

 

It should be noted that although all of the beekeepers offered honey, this does not mean 

that they all specialize in the production of this good.   Some apiary activities may come into 

competition with others.  For example, commercial pollination and honey production represent 

two apiary enterprises that can either be complimentary or competitive with each other.  Crops 

which are most pollinator-dependent do not always produce sufficient quantity, or marketable 

quality honey.  To contrast this notion, Figure 5 shows the crops beekeepers reported as their 

honeybees’ primary source for nectar foraging.  Conversely, blueberries, canola, apples, 

cranberries, raspberries, and vine crops were reported as those for which respondents offered 

pollination services in 2010. 

 

Figure 5. Honey foraging crops (n = 36) 
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4.5  Relationships Between Profit, Size, and Enterprise Diversity 

 The first relationship this study sought to examine was whether changes in profit per 

colony could be explained by the size of an apiary. Profit is defined as profit per colony, 

calculated by subtracting total apiary sales from total costs and dividing by the number of 

colonies.  Question number 16 on the 2010 Beekeeping Survey asked respondents to list their 

annual dollar sales values in 2010 for the following apiary activities: honey, nucs, queens, 

pollination fees, as well as wax, pollen and jelly.  These sales values were added up to obtain 

total apiary sales.  Question number 18 on the survey asked respondents to report annual costs 

for purchased queens, bee packages, feed, pollen patties, transportation, disease prevention and 

treatment, custom work, lease payments, and overhead; these costs were summed to find total 

cost. Total costs were subtracted from total sales to find profit.  The number of colonies was 

obtained in question 9 of the survey: “How many colonies did you operate at the beginning of 

May 2010”.    

 

Figure 6. Relationship between profit per colony and apiary size (n = 18) 

 
 

Figure 6 suggests that size does account for differences in profits per colony.  Further linear 

regression also suggests that smaller operations of 50 colonies or less tend to be more 

profitable, on a per-colony basis, on average.  (One outlier case with 1,7000 colonies was 

omitted from Figure 6, but was included in the regression analysis). 
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The second relationship this survey focused on was whether apiary profits could be 

explained by the number of products and services, or enterprises, offered by a beekeeper.  

Question 16 of the 2010 Beekeeping Survey asked respondents to list their annual sales values 

for 2010 for the following apiary activities: honey, nucs, queens, pollination fees, as well as 

wax, pollen and jelly.  Figure 7 shows that changes in the number of apiary enterprises explains 

the variation in profits.   

 

Figure 7.  Relationship between profit per colony and number of enterprises  (n = 19) 

 
 

The number of products and services offered by a beekeeper was found to explain more than 

half of the variation in profit per colony.   

These results suggest that although size may have some effect on overall apiary profits, 

diversifying the range of products and services can offer more profit potential for beekeepers.   

Now that a relationship between enterprise diversity and apiary profits has been established, as 

well as a relationship between smaller operations and profitability, it is worth investigating 

some of the challenges to diversifying an apiary.  What follows is an examination of barriers to 

diversification using the example of pollination services. 
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4.6  Barriers to Pollination 

It is important to examine an example of apiary enterprise diversification such as 

commercial pollination to learn more about barriers to enterprise expansion, which could 

potentially earn beekeepers more profit.   

Two questions on this survey were aimed at gaining more insight as to why beekeepers 

may be reluctant to diversify their operations.  First, respondents who identified themselves as 

providers of pollination services were asked to list and rank the three biggest obstacles they 

faced in getting started with this lucrative activity.  Meanwhile, beekeepers who did not offer 

pollination were asked to list and rank the most important factors deterring them from 

diversifying into commercial pollination.  These responses were then scored based on the 

ranked assigned to them by the respondent.  For example, if a beekeeper that stated that lack of 

demand for the service was the most important obstacle, or deterrent, this response was given a 

score of three points.  Conversely, if a respondent gave the same answer as the second most 

important factor, the response was assigned was a score of two points, or one point for third 

most important factor.  As Table 4 indicates, the biggest obstacles in getting started with 

pollination (for beekeepers who offered this service in 2010) were the challenges posed by 

transporting the hives and obtaining appropriate equipment to facilitate commercial pollination.  

On the other hand, among beekeepers that did not offer commercial pollination services, most 

stated that it is due to the small size of their operation or the fact that they are simply hobbyists.  

 

Table 4.  Barriers to commercial pollination  

Group of 
apiarists: 

Apiarists who offer pollination 
services 

Apiarists not offering pollination 
services 

Questions 
asked: 

"What were the three biggest obstacles 
you faced in in getting started with 

commercial pollination?" 

"What were the three most important 
reasons behind your decision not to 
provide commercial pollination"? 

Most 
important 
factor cited 

“Transport and equipment constraints” “Hobby status” / “small operation” 

2nd most 
important 
factor cited 

“Cost outweighs benefits” “Bee health and biodiversity” 

3rd most 
important 
factor cited 

Tie between “No demand”,  
“Lack of skills”, and  
“Bee health and biodiversity concerns” 

“No interest” 
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The 2010 Beekeeper Survey offers a great deal of insight into the economic practices of 

Canada’s apiculturist community.  The survey sample was reasonably representative of the 

regional distribution of beekeepers across Canada though the proportions of part time and full 

time apiarists were reversed.  This sample suggests that most beekeepers are in their 50s and 

hold a post-secondary degree.  Through linear regression, and hypothesis testing, it was 

determined that there is a relationship between apiary profits and size.  Larger apiaries tend to 

be less profitable on a per-colony basis than their larger counterparts.  The investigation into 

the relationship between apiary profits and diversity of enterprises suggests that changes in 

profit per colony can be explained by the variation in the number of enterprises 

These findings give some indication of what beekeepers face in trying to expand, or 

diversify an existing operation, and potential areas in which the beekeeping industry as well as 

policy could address to further promote the profitability of beekeeping in Canada. 
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5.  Recommendations 

 

The purpose of the CANPOLIN Economic Working Group was to examine those 

economic and social aspects associated with pollination in Canada to determine how the value 

of pollinators and pollination can be translated into policy.  For this, a research visit in August 

of 2011 was conducted to learn about the beekeeping industry and policy initiatives from a 

larger research community in Europe.  The purpose of this section is to highlight some industry 

and policy innovations from Europe, which may be of interest to the Canadian beekeeping 

community for improving upon its economic viability.   

 

5.1  Beekeeping Industry Initiatives  

Organization of lucrative apiary enterprises and engaging in dialogue with other 

industries who stand to benefit from beekeeping products and services as well as increasing 

access to extension resources represent three of the major areas Canadian through which 

Canada’s beekeepers can improve profit potential. 

Organization among beekeepers can serve to promote and legitimize their activities as 

lucrative enterprises.  The most notable initiative observed from the EU is the creation of a 

professional group of beekeepers specializing in pollination services.  In the early 1990s, 

French beekeepers offering pollination services began setting up regional groups for apiarists 

and professional pollinators known as the GRAPP (Groupement des apiculteurs et 

pollinisateurs professionnels). The GRAPP now has three chapters: one in the Midi-Pyrénées 

region, one in Rhône-Alpes, and one in the Mediterranean (Mediterrané).  The founding 

purpose of the GRAPP was to promote pollination services by bolstering the legitimacy of this 

activity, and communicating the benefits of pollination to crop growers.  Each of the three 

chapters has evolved independently from the others, and as such, have been able to focus more 

on the needs of their members while promoting issues they feel are important in their area.  

The GRAPP has also served as a business center where beekeepers can coordinate their 

services with the needs of growers.  Promoting commercial pollination not only benefits 

growers, but also allows beekeepers who produce honey to be more selective of those crops on 

which their bees forage making it possible to obtain better quality honey they can sell at 

premium prices.  A similar initiative in Canada could target any lucrative apiary activity such 

as breeding or pollination for example. 
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The beekeeping industry can also improve upon its economic viability by engaging in 

more discussion with complimentary industry groups such as grower associations and other 

potential clients.  At a meeting between beekeepers and growers of the Chambre régionale 

d'agriculture Rhône-Alpes in Lyon in August of 2011 it became clear that dialogue between 

these groups was important for improving upon the economic success.  For example, 

beekeepers stated that they could improve the effectiveness and transparency of pollination 

services if they had better access to information on how to set fees for hive rentals, and 

information from growers on how to optimize the quality of pollination services offered.  For 

their part, growers requested more information on efficiency of honeybees for pollination, and 

the effects of antibiotics and pesticides on bees. Similar meetings, or a census among 

beekeepers and growers in Canada, could help to identify needs regarding commercial 

pollination and render this and other apiary activities more profitable.   

Extension services represent another tool to assist beekeepers in updating their 

management techniques and accessing reliable information.  Some beekeepers at the Chambre 

régionale d'agriculture Rhône-Alpes meeting expressed an interest in obtaining expert hive 

management and pollination advice.  Extension services should offer beekeepers more 

information on colony management, optimal stocking stocking rates, harmful substances, and 

potential risks to bees.  One way in which such information could be gathered and 

disseminated would be to establish an electronic reference library for growers and beekeepers.  

Similarly, a technical and economic reference list, or chart for growers and beekeepers, could 

serve to facilitate contract agreements.  Such extension services in Canada could be made 

available electronically through provincial agricultural ministry websites, field offices, or 

regional beekeeping associations. 
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5.2  Policy Initiatives 

 Currently in Canada, there are no federal or provincial government programs targeted 

directly at promoting development in the beekeeping industry.  Policy initiatives from the EU 

that could be implemented in Canada are centred on technical training, enterprise development, 

and subsidies. 

As the 2010 Beekeeping Survey confirmed, equipment and transportation constrains 

were cited as the biggest obstacles to getting started with pollination.  Difficulty in obtaining 

affordable equipment and transportation was also identified as an important constraint in 

France.  Equipment for movement of hives such as loaders, skids, tows, and scales is available 

to beekeepers at low rental rates  (France AgriMer, 2009).  French beekeepers are also eligible 

for partial reimbursed of costs associated with movement of hives for pollination.  The French 

government has also made subsidies available for purchasing new colonies and equipment by 

new apiarists or those wanting to expand an existing operation (up to a certain number of 

colonies) (Ibid). 

Lack of skills is also a restricting factor which may deter some beekeepers from 

expanding their operations to include additional products or services.  To address apiarist skills 

development, policy should seek to make training more accessible to those who need it.  In an 

effort to recruit new beekeepers, the French government has made training available and 

offered subsidies for apiarists wanting to update their hive and farm management skills 

(Ministère de l’alimentation, de l’agriculture et de la pêche, 2010).  Such policies can also be 

used to recruit and train new beekeepers in Canada poised to succeed ageing beekeepers.  

In Europe, just as in Canada, high over winter death rates and pathogens are two 

problems that continue to negatively impact apiary profits.  To alleviate some of the financial 

burden from colony losses, French beekeepers can retrieve a proportion of their annual colony 

losses (Ibid).  A similar program, either based on income tax or insurance, may also be 

beneficial for Canadian beekeepers whose colonies have been negatively affected by Varroa 

mite or high over-winter losses. 
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6.  Conclusion 
 

Canada’s beekeeping industry is consolidating as fewer apiarists take on a greater share 

of colonies.  To preserve the ecological and agricultural benefits managed honeybees provide, 

it is imperative that we understand how beekeepers are adapting to their changing industry.   

The CANPOLIN 2010 Beekeeping survey captured the views and experiences of 0.5% 

of Canada’s apiarists.  Despite a low response rate, the survey did offer pertinent insight into 

how beekeepers are achieving profitability.  First, size of apiaries measure in number of 

colonies, explained variations in profits per colony, and also showed that smaller apiaries were 

generally more profitable.  Second, number of apiary enterprises also accounted for much of 

the variation in profit per colony, suggesting that diversification of activities is an effective way 

of increasing profits.  However, beekeepers may be reluctant to diversify their operation; that is 

why this survey also examined challenges to enterprise diversification.  The biggest challenges 

to enterprise diversification into commercial pollination were found to be transportation and 

equipment constraints as well as small size of operation or hobbyist status.   

This report outlines a number of ways in which Canada’s beekeeping industry can 

continue to improve upon its economic viability, either through industry or policy action.  

Beekeeper-led initiatives emphasize organization and promotion of the benefits of the services 

they offer.  Canadian beekeepers could also benefit from forming specialized apiary activity 

associations to gain legitimacy, raise awareness, and deliver goods and services more 

effectively.  Engaging in regular dialogue with complementary industries, like growers who 

may benefit from pollination, for example, could also contribute to improving upon the 

economic viability of Canada’s beekeeping industry. Policy initiatives are better poised for 

addressing the availability of equipment for apiary enterprise diversification and skills 

development.  Potential policy initiatives to improve the net benefits of the pollination market 

should focus on equipment, training, and compensation of colony losses.   

Beekeeping is an important source of agricultural livelihoods in Canada.  Despite 

existing ecological and pathological threats rendering beekeeping more costly, beekeepers 

have options for increasing their profits.  Apiaries represent a unique farm type because of the 

many possible outputs using one single productive input: the honeybee.  If beekeeping in 

Canada is to ensure its profitability, this industry will have to capitalize on the potential gains 

from enterprise diversification, work both together and with other industries, and lobby for 

policy initiatives that will allow them to grow and limit the cost of their losses. 
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