When A Serious Exotic Pest Has Been Found:
What’s The Next Step?
As many people know, California has a pest detection program to find exotic plant pests before they grow into
infestations costing hundreds of millions of dollars to eradicate. If not eradicated, these pests could cause the loss
of foreign and domestic markets for California produce, serious harm to native plants, increased use of pesticides,
and reduced yield and quality of California fruits, vegetables, and nursery products. But very few people know
just what happens when a serious pest has been found.
The first step in the process consists of a delimitation project to find out the size of the infestation. For insects, this
is usually done with detection traps. The traps may be baited with pheromones, a chemical perfume that attracts
the male insect, or with a food lure to attract both males and females. During some insect delimitations, up to
1,000 traps per square mile may be used. For weed and disease pests, the delimitation step is much harder. It is
necessary to physically survey the area or rely on reports from the public in order to find infestation sites. During a
plant disease delimitation, samples from infected plants must be cultured in order to get a positive identification.
It is important to prevent the pest from spreading any further, so infested areas will be placed under quarantine
immediately. The quarantine will control the movement of fruits, vegetables, nursery plants etc. that could carry
the pest into uninfested areas. Often, additional items, such as soil, firewood, and harvest equipment, will also be
restricted because life stages of the pest may hide in them.
The next step is to try to reduce and/or eradicate the pest in the infested areas. The most direct method to do
this is to remove something the pest needs in order to complete its life cycle. For insects, this is usually done
by removing the larval food or by preventing females from laying fertile eggs. This last method has proved to
be the most effective and can be done in a variety of ways. Many male insects find mates by following a trail of
pheromones put out by the female. These pheromones can be synthesized and applied to an area in large amounts,
keeping the males from tracking the females. Another way to prevent female insects from laying fertile eggs is
to release a large number of sterile males. The females are unlikely to find a fertile male in the crowd of sterile
ones.
Physical or chemical methods can be an effective way to eradicate pests from an infested area. There are some
parasitic weeds that can grow from even the tiniest fragment and must be removed along with their host plants and
buried deep in a landfill. Other types of weeds are controlled by burning or by discing the soil. It may sometimes
be necessary to use insecticides to kill insects or herbicides to kill weed pests. Biological control agents such
as parasitic or predatory insects are often helpful when used together with other eradication methods. However,
there are cases in which it may simply be impossible to successfully eradicate a pest.

Exotic pests threaten production agriculture, nurseries, and the natural environment.

Several very serious pests have been found in the San Francisco Bay Area within the last year; Mediterranean
Fruit Fly (Medfly), Light Brown Apple Moth (LBAM), Japanese Dodder (a parasitic weed), Red Sesbania (a
weed of riparian areas), and Sudden Oak Death (a plant disease). All are considered to be very serious threats
because they have the potential to cause severe harm to both agriculture and the environment.

Mediterranean Fruit Fly (Medfly):
What is it: a fly that attacks over 260 types of fruits and
vegetables. Medfly is a short, squat fly about 1/4 inches long that
lays its eggs under the skin of fruits and vegetables. The larvae
tunnel through the fruit as they feed and decay organisms enter,
leaving the interior a rotten mass unfit for human consumption.
Medfly is native to Africa, but has spread to other parts of the
world including the Mediterranean, southern Europe, Australia,
the Caribbean, South America, the New World tropics, and
Hawaii.
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Where is it in the Bay Area and how did it get here: in fall 2007, infestations were found in Dixon (Solano
County) and San Jose (Santa Clara County). They probably were started when larvae infested fruit was brought
back from Mexico, Hawaii, or some other vacation destination. The USDA Smuggling Interdiction Team has been
investigating to identify the persons responsible for these two infestations.
What is being done about it: as of the end of 2007, Dixon had a quarantine covering 114 square miles and
delimitation trapping over 90 square miles. In San Jose, the quarantine area was 75 square miles and the
delimitation area was 81 square miles. In areas where Medfly larvae have been found, fruit has been stripped
from host trees to remove larval food and ground sprays have been applied to kill adult flies. Both the Dixon and
San Jose areas have had releases of sterile male Medflies that will continue twice a week throughout several life
cycle’s time. If no more wild Medflies are found, the quarantines could be lifted sometime in late 2008 or early
2009.

Light Brown Apple Moth (LBAM):
What is it: a moth that attacks over 2,000 types of agricultural, landscape and native plants. Adults are light
brown and about 3/8 inches long. The larvae are green in color with a brown head and typically stick or roll leaves
and buds together with silk webbing to make shelters. LBAM is native to Australia, but has spread to Hawaii,
New Zealand, and Great Britain.
Where is it in the Bay Area and how did it get here: in early 2007, LBAM was first discovered in Alameda

County. By December 2007, it had been found in all of the Bay
Area counties except Sonoma. LBAM probably was introduced
into California in infested nursery stock from Australia.
What is being done about it: as of December 2007, there
were areas under quarantine for LBAM in seven of the nine
Bay Area counties (the quarantine in Napa County was lifted
in December 2007). Ground applications of B. t., a biocontrol
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Contra Costa, Napa, Alameda, Santa Clara, and Solano Counties
have been treated using pheromone impregnated twist ties. In
some of these areas, there have been no more LBAM life
stages found and the quarantines have been lifted. There are plans to apply LBAM pheromones by air in some
parts of the Bay Area starting in late summer 2008. For the future, it may be possible to develop a sterile male
release program for LBAM similar to the one used for Medfly.

Japanese Dodder:
What is it: a weed from Asia that looks like yellow-green or
orange spaghetti. Japanese Dodder is a rapidly growing (up to six
inches per day) parasitic vine capable of feeding on a wide range of
landscape, crop, and native plants. It produces modified roots that
take water and nutrients from its host, eventually causing weakness
and death. Japanese Dodder’s seeds can remain viable in the soil
for up to 30 years and even tiny fragments of the plant carried by
wind, water, or animals can infect any other plants they contact.
Where is it in the Bay Area and how did it get here: as of
December 2007, Japanese Dodder had been found at over 70
properties in Alameda, Contra Costa, and Solano Counties. This
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number will likely increase as surveys and public education continue. Both the seeds and strands are thought in
Asia to have medicinal uses and it may first have been introduced into California as seeds in herbal supplements.
In some areas, Japanese Dodder is probably being intentionally grown.
What is being done about it: the only way to control Japanese Dodder is to physically remove it along with
its host plant and bury it in a landfill. This means having to cut out and dispose of plants ranging in size from
small weeds to huge trees. USDA has stepped up efforts to inspect herbal medicine shipments that could contain
Japanese Dodder seeds. In spite of U.S. import regulations requiring that the seeds in these herbal remedies be
sterilized, viable seeds have often been found.

Red Sesbania:
What is it: a poisonous woody shrub from southern South
America that grows up to fifteen feet tall with a trunk diameter
of up to six inches. Each plant matures rapidly, producing bright
red flowers and hundreds of seed pods that float downstream.
Red Sesbania forms dense thickets along rivers and creeks,
displacing native plants needed by wildlife for food and cover.
The dense clusters prevent access to rivers, block waterways,
and can increase bank erosion and flooding.
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Where is it in the Bay Area and how did it get here: as of
December 2007, Red Sesbania has been found growing in wetland areas in central and northern Contra Costa
County and also near Santa Rosa in Sonoma County. It will probably be found in other areas in the Bay Area
as surveys continue. Red Sesbania was introduced into California as an ornamental plant because of its brightly
colored flowers and may be found planted in older gardens.
What is being done about it: Red Sesbania is removed by hand-pulling smaller plants and cutting down larger
ones together with treating the stumps to prevent resprouting. Seed pods are collected, bagged, and buried in a
landfill. Since Red Sesbania is considered a noxious weed, it is illegal to sell it or even bring it into California.
In spite of this, it is still sometimes found for sale in nurseries.

Sudden Oak Death (SOD):
What is it: a fungal disease that infects over 100 kinds of ornamental and native plants. Symptoms range from
leaf spots, seeping bark cankers, and twig dieback, to the sudden death of an entire tree. SOD is thought to be

spread in forests by spores carried in rainwater and soil. When
conditions are cool and moist, spores may also be blown by
the wind. SOD has caused widespread dieback of several tree
species in forests in California and Oregon as well as affecting
many other types of plants.
Where is it in the Bay Area and how did it get here: SOD
has been found in all nine Bay Area Counties, primarily in
coastal regions and inland valleys that receive cooling from fog.
SOD was first identified on rhododendrons in Europe and was
probably introduced into California on infected nursery stock.
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What is being done about it: in wild lands and urban areas, there are no physical, chemical, or biological control
methods known for SOD. Some nurseries have been able to control the disease within their growing grounds
using a combination of sanitation, fungicides, and the culling of any plants with SOD symptoms. All nine Bay
Area Counties are currently under quarantine to restrict the movement of nursery stock, wood, soil, green waste,
etc. that might carry the disease or its spores to new areas. Nurseries inside the quarantined areas must be under
a compliance agreement in order to ship host plants to non-infested areas. The compliance agreement includes
visual inspections of shipments and an annual inspection where host plants are sampled and cultured for SOD.

Infestations of exotic pests are a serious concern to both California and to the Federal Government. Exotic plant
pests that became established in California could spread into other states and threaten their agriculture industries
and the environment. California and the rest of the nation could face enormous losses in export markets as a result
of quarantines established by our international trading partners against exotic plant pests, diseases, and weeds.
There already have been specific quarantines for Medfly, LBAM, and SOD placed on the Bay Area Counties that
restrict the ability of local growers to market and ship their agricultural commodities.
When exotic plant pest infestations are found, it is important to respond as soon as possible. The longer a pest
population exists, the greater the chance it will spread and become permanently established. Small populations
can be controlled and eradicated more successfully than large ones. Too much delay only allows the problem to
grow out of control.

