Tree-Boring Beetle Could Cost South Africa
$18.5 Billion
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(Bloomberg) -- A tree-boring beetle the size of a sesame seed could cost South Africa
$18.5 billion over the next decade as millions of urban trees are expected to die and will
have to be removed and fruit, nut and lumber plantations are harmed, researchers
estimate.

The polyphagous shot-hole borer, which arrived in South Africa in 2012, has spread into
eight of the country’s nine provinces with some infestations more than 1,000 kilometers
(621 miles) apart, researchers from Stellenbosch University and the University of
Pretoria said in a study released this week.

Growing infestations by the beetle, which has killed trees in outbreaks in Israel and
California, could kill 65 million, or about a quarter of South Africa’s urban trees, over the
next 10 years, the researchers said. That would result in costs of $17.5 billion, mostly in
the form of the expense of removing dead trees. Damage to avocado and lumber
plantations would increase the total cost by about another $1 billion.

This is “the largest current outbreak of this invasive pest globally,” the researchers said.

Johannesburg has one of the world’s biggest urban forests, with a canopy of green
stretching as far as the eye can see in the north of the city. Other cities such as Cape
Town are also heavily wooded.

The female beetle burrows into trees and leaves fungus in the tunnel for her offspring
that contains a pathogen that blocks the circulation of the tree. Some trees, planes
particularly, become reproductive hosts, or breeding grounds, and the fungus is
particularly lethal for the English oaks, Chinese and Japanese maples, and box elders
found on the streets of South African cities.

Managing the impact of the infestation “will be no easy task,” the researchers said. “A
strategy to protect the standing stock of especially urban trees, but also agricultural and
commercial forestry species, against invasion is in the best interests of national-level
policy makers, municipalities and citizens.”

Still, there are few options other than restricting the movement of infested wood and
quickly removing infected trees, the researchers said. Insecticides and fungicides can
be injected directly into infected trees but this is “expensive and time-consuming.”
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