
 

Pest-control beetle turning into pest?

Environment » U. study document rapid defoliation caused by bug brought to 
control invasive tamarisk plant.

By Brian Maffly
The Salt Lake Tribune
 

Three years ago, federal officials turned loose a hungry Asian beetle along Colorado Plateau stream banks in an 
effort to control the invasive tamarisk plant without herbicides. But a new University of Utah study suggests the 
imported beetle is doing its job too well. 
Using infrared sensing mounted on a NASA satellite, U. scientists documented extensive defoliation in five study 
areas along the Colorado River north of Moab, according to the study published last month in the online journal 
Remote Sensing of Environment . 
"We need to look at what the impacts of defoliation are and what the impacts are if the tamarisk starts to die 
back," said lead author Philip Dennison, an assistant professor of geography. Scientists worry that the beetle 
program could open a Pandora's box of unintended consequences. 
Tamarisk, native to central Asia, was planted in the United States in the 1800s for windbreaks, erosion control, 
ornamental purposes and shade. But with no natural controls, the towering shrub spread throughout desert 
riparian areas in dense fire-prone stands, choking out native willow and cottonwood and depleting water 
resources. 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture hatched a plan to attack tamarisk with a natural predator, a new weapon 
known as biological control. The small brown beetle Diorhabda elongata , native to Kazakhstan, consumes 
tamarisk's feathery leaves, but conservationists fear the beetle may be just another destructive pest. 
The U. study was funded by the federal Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS), which is now being 
sued over the beetle-introduction program. The satellite study supports what conservationists claim they 
observed on the ground -- wholesale defoliation in sensitive habitat to the detriment of an endangered species 
of songbird. 
The beetle has spread far outside its initial application areas and is defoliating stream banks where the last 
breeding pairs of the southwestern willow flycatcher need shade to nest, according to the Center for Biological 
Diversity. The non-native tamarisk now provides that shade, but federal agencies did not take adequate steps 
to ensure the beetle-eaten shrubs would be replaced with native shade plants, said group co-founder Robin 
Silver. 
The center and an Arizona chapter of the Audubon Society filed a federal lawsuit last week insisting federal 
agencies reevaluate the program and take measures to monitor and counter the damage. The groups are 
particularly galled by an unauthorized beetle release in 2006 in prime flycatcher habitat along the Virgin River 
outside St. George. 
"Without rapid native plant restoration in areas already infested and in areas vulnerable to infestation, and 
without prevention of further introduction of the beetle into flycatcher nesting areas, we are looking at 
extinction of the southwestern willow flycatcher in the Southwest in the foreseeable future," said Herb Fibel, of 



the Maricopa Audubon Society. 
Utah APHIS officials involved with the program could not be reached for comment Friday. 
Observers such as U. biologist Kevin Hultine and the Tamarisk Coalition share the environmentalists' concerns. 
"The things the center is seeking are not unreasonable, in fact they are very appropriate," said Tim Carlson, 
Tamarisk Coalition's executive director. "They're not saying don't do something about tamarisk. They're saying 
let's be smart about this." 
In the space of two years, the beetle has migrated into more than half the upper Colorado River Basin's 2,000 
miles of streams, said Hultine, who co-authored the U. study. Of particular concern is the possibility that 
defoliated tamarisk will simply be replaced with other water-hungry invasives, like Russian olive and knapweed, 
perennial pepperweed and tall whitetop. 
"The problem is that the amount of money it takes for restoration is a lot. It's a large area. Are the resources in 
place to restore these areas to mitigate negative impacts?" Hultine said. "By 2010 every stretch of river in the 
upper Colorado Basin will have the beetle. Monitoring these impacts will be very difficult." 
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