Beekeeping Regulation

Protect pollinators by changing from a code based on zoning and
distance to a nuisance mitigation model

=

The Impact

Implementing a nuisance-mitigation model for regulating beekeeping allows beekeepers to have
healthy colonies without the barriers imposed upon them by arbitrary restrictive codes. More bees and
beekeeping means more and better pollination, which is essential to food security and maintaining a
healthy ecosystem. As we try to maintain biodiversity in the face of climate change, beekeepers can
help. Many are knowledgeable about planting for pollinators. This is a skill they can share with their
community to maintain insect-pollinated native plants instead of wind-pollinated plants, which are more
susceptible to fire.

Description

A nuisance-mitigation strategy directly addresses the source of a complaint and offers win-win
solutions. In contrast, restrictive regulations, while easy for a code enforcement officer to apply, can
have unintended and negative consequences. Restricting hive numbers or the location of hives based
on distance setbacks, lot size or zoning can limit beekeepers’ ability to locate or manage their bee
colonies in ways that enhance their survival. According to a Burlingame (Calif.) city report, complaints
of beekeeping being a nuisance are rare, with only one case from 2014 to 2018, which was resolved by
the Beekeepers’ Guild of San Mateo County.

Where It’s Been Implemented

Only three of San Mateo County’s 21 jurisdictions still use restrictive beekeeping policies. San
Carlos has a policy that effectively bans beekeeping. Policies in South San Francisco and Hillsborough
are less onerous but make it hard to keep colonies alive. The other 86 percent use a variety of
nuisance-mitigation strategies to regulate beekeeping.
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Key Drivers

Since 2009, honeybee colony losses have increased dramatically. Losses used to be as few as
5 to 20 percent in a bad year. Now U.S. losses commonly reach 30 to 50 percent of hives every year.
Beekeepers must constantly replace lost colonies to maintain populations.

Bees, both honeybees and a wide variety of native bees, are prolific pollinators. They are
essential to the functioning of the ecosystem as well as our agricultural efficacy and, thus, the stability
and resilience of our food system. They are responsible for pollinating 70 percent of the top crops for
human consumption. They are also critical for the restoration of native California ecosystems after fires,
which are increasing with climate change.

Key Factors for Success

Cities need expert evaluators to assess whether a beekeeping nuisance has occurred and to
suggest solutions to resolve complaints. The Bee Legal Project in San Mateo County started a
Beekeeping Site Evaluation program to offer mitigation services. Expert volunteer beekeepers, working
at the request of code enforcement, respond to complaints to evaluate if there is a nuisance and to offer
management changes if needed. If there is no nuisance, they educate neighbors and beekeepers.
Complaints are rare, with only about one or two every year in the county. All have been resolved by the
local Beekeepers’ Guild.

Another key to success is to educate the public and normalize beekeeping. In Redwood City,
Calif., hives were established on top of the downtown public library to spread awareness of beekeeping
and demonstrate how noninvasive it is, even in an urban setting.

Key Obstacles

In the San Mateo County jurisdictions that still use a restrictive approach to regulating
beekeeping, the main pushback has come from staff, city council members or commissioners who are
unaware of the value of pollinators and the fact that feral bees are widespread, and who assume,
despite scientific evidence to the contrary, that restrictions will help to avoid conflicts. Another obstacle
is the people who are misinformed about bees and fear them. The Beekeepers’ Guild works hard to
educate and promote safe beekeeping, and this is much easier when beekeeping is not effectively
illegal.

Timeline to Implementation

The Bee Legal Project offers services to advise which nuisance policies work well for bees and
neighbors, while helping to reduce staff time to implement code changes. In Burlingame and Foster
City, Calif., ordinances that previously restricted beekeeping were simply deleted, so the city defers to
the California private nuisance law. This way, the jurisdiction doesn’t have to spend time on drafting
new ordinances. Specific nuisance regulations that address the main sources of nuisance have been
implemented in San Mateo and Pacifica, Calif.

References and Resources

e Nickie Irvine, Bee Legal Project Coordinator, Beekeepers’ Guild of San Mateo County,
nickieirvine@gmail.com

e Beekeepers’ Guild of San Mateo County petition
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