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Concern for the survival of the honey bee has been rising over the last decade. While more than 90 
cities across the county have bans on urban beekeeping, many cities have recently changed their 
livestock ordinances to allow residents to pursue beekeeping. Notably, Portland, OR; Cleveland, OH; 
Milwaukee, WI; Boston, MA; and Baltimore, MD have updated their beekeeping regulations in the last 
five years. Urban bees help support food security by increasing pollination of urban agriculture. Urban 
bees also have higher winter survival rates and produce higher honey yields than suburban and rural 
bees. Local planning and zoning ordinances can ensure the proper and safe raising of urban bees. 
  

What Communities Are Regulating: 
There are several aspects of beekeeping that an ordinance can control such as: 

 Number and Size of Hives 

Most ordinances limit the number of hives or colonies you can keep on your property to one (1) 
or two (2) hives. Boston also has a hive size limit of five (5) feet high and twenty (20) cubic 
feet. Baltimore set the hive limit at two (2), but only one (1) on properties under 2,500 square 
feet. Cleveland recently changed its ordinance from no more than three (3) hives per poverty 
to one (1) hive per property and no (0) hives on properties under 2,400 square feet. 

 Hive Setbacks 

To reduce contact with people, most ordinances require a setback from both the property line 
and occupied structures, unless the hive is located against a five (5) to six (6) foot high solid 
wall or dense hedge. Setbacks range from five (5) feet to two hundred and fifty (250) feet.  

 Flyway Barriers 

Flyways are used to ensure that bees fly above ground level over property lines to access their 
hive. As an example, Boston has very specific regulations on flyways. Boston requires a six (6) 
high flyway of lattice fence, dense hedge or similar barrier that is within three (3) feet of the 
hive entrance and extends at least two (2) feet in width on either side of the hive opening. 

 Access to Water Source 

Bees need access to fresh water. If water is not provided for the bees, the bees will use 
neighboring swimming pools and other sources of water on adjacent properties. Milwaukee 
requires a hard surface for bees to land on as part of access to fresh water during the day. 

 Neighbor Consent 
When someone applies for a beekeeping permit, many cities require the applicant to notify 
neighbors, usually within two hundred (200) feet of their property. Because some people are 
allergic to bees, bees can pose a health risk. Neighbors are typically given a period of one (1) 
to two (2) weeks to submit an objection to the permit. If an objection is submitted, a hearing is 
scheduled to review the permit. 

 Permitting and Fees 

Almost all municipalities that regulate beekeeping require a permit and yearly inspections. 
Permit fees range from $5-$100.  

 
 
 
 



   
  

Frequently Asked Questions 
 

How important are bees to agriculture? 

Bees are necessary for pollinating everything from the flowers in your backyard to the fruits and 
vegetables we eat. Bee pollination produces higher yields and better quality produce in species that 
are dependent on bees. In Michigan, annual bee-dependent crop revenues are estimated to be $290 
million and honey production $5.7 million. The total contribution of bees to Michigan’s economy is 
estimated to be over $300 million per year. Bees are critical to agriculture not only in Michigan, but 
the United States as a whole. 
 
Are there different types of bees? 
There are many different types of honey-producing bees. In the United States the following bee types 
are used for honey production: Italian, Caucasian, Carniolan, Russian Hybrid, Buckfast Hybrid, and 
Minnesota Hygienic Hybrid. The best bees for producing honey vary by your needs and region. Be 
sure to contact your local beekeeper association to find out more. 
 
What type of bees can I raise? 

Most municipalities only allow the raising of European or American honey bees. Africanized bees are 
never permitted to be raised as they known to be aggressive and swarm attack perceived threats. 
 
How far do bees fly? 

In general, forager bees do not fly beyond 1.5 miles from the hive. 
 
Do bees get sick? 

Like any livestock, bees are susceptible to disease. The hives themselves can become infested with 
Varroa Mites or Hive Beetles. These pest can cause hive collapse. Pesticide and non-pesticide 
methods can be used to rid your hive of these invaders. For more detailed information, visit the USDA 
Agricultural Research Service (ARS) website or your local university extension.  
 

How much honey will my hive make? 

The amount of honey a hive will make varies by year. First year hives usually do not produce any 
honey, as the bees are producing wax to build the honeycomb. Some years a hive will produce 70-
200 pounds of honey, while the next year it might produce no honey. Proper beekeeping practices will 
help ensure that your hive is healthy and produces honey. 
 

Where should I locate my hive? 

The location of your hive is critical to the health of your bees. In general hives need a site that has full 
sun, is close to fresh water, out of wind, away from people, near a good foraging area (a garden or 
diverse agricultural field), not in a low-lying area, and easily accessed by the beekeeper. Be sure you 
locate you hive in accordance to local ordinances and consult local beekeeping associations. 
 

Resources 

Southeastern Michigan Beekeepers Association 
Michigan Department of Agriculture GAAMP 
Michigan State Extension: Honey Bee Pollinators 
USDA Forest Service: Introduction to Native Bees 
UC Berkeley Urban Bee Lab 
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http://www.sembabees.org/
http://michigan.gov/documents/mdard/2015_CARE_OF_FARM_ANIMALS_GAAMPs_480521_7.pdf
http://cyberbee.net/column/pollinator/beepoll.pdf
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5306468.pdf
http://www.helpabee.org/index.html

