
Chris Oster, the Lab Manager at 
the University of Florida Institute 
of Food and Agricultural Sciences 
(UF/IFAS) Honey Bee Research 
and Extension Laboratory 
(HBREL), plays a pivotal role in 
facilitating research and extension. 
Oster found his passion for honey 
bees as a volunteer for the lab 
while pursuing his bachelor’s 
degree.

His unique position as the 
lab manager places him at the 
intersection of the education, 
research, and extension work 
that makes HBREL a valuable 
resource for beginner and expert 
beekeepers. 

HBREL is one of the largest labs in 
UF’s Entomology and Nematology 
Department which is ranked 
number one in the world. “We 
have ten full-time and eight part-

time employees as well as an army 
of volunteers who are coming in 
and out every day,” said Oster. 
Honey bees are different from 
other species being researched by 
UF’s Entymology and Nematology 
Department because they need 
ample space to forage in nature. 

The research laboratory space has 
four auxiliary rooms equipped 
with a fume hood for ventilation of 
chemicals and molecular rooms for 
genetic processing. HBREL also 
has two apiaries on site, which 
are the spaces where beehives 
are kept. One of them is managed 
optimally to teach people about 
how to properly manage bees, and 
the other is dedicated to rearing 
Varroa, a harmful parasitic mite 
that weakens honey bees and 
transmits viruses.

“The reason we need to rear them 
is to do research on them,” said 
Oster. A normal hive will not 
produce a sufficient number of 
mites for experiments, so the 
apiary is managed to benefit them 
so that innovative control methods 
can be assessed. HBREL also has 
four satellite apiaries in Central 
and North Florida that provide 
ample foraging space for the hives.

Oster’s work and the research 
conducted at HBREL support 
Florida’s commercial pollination 
industry which is critical to 
the state’s agricultural sector. 
Hundreds of thousands of honey 
bee colonies are trucked by 
commercial beekeepers to Florida 
for the warm winter weather and 
bountiful nectar sources each year. 
The colony migration ensures the 
honey bees survive through the 
winter and are ready for their next 
stop on the pollination circuit.

“There’s something strange 

and therapeutic about 

managing a colony and 

looking, listening, and 

feeling the bees.” 

His advice for people who want 
to help bee populations is to 
plant native and pollinator 
friendly plants, follow the label’s 
instructions when applying 
pesticides, and call a beekeeper if 
a feral hive can be removed instead 
of exterminated.

Learn more about HBREL by 
visiting https://entnemdept.ufl.edu/
honey-bee/
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