
 

Bored to death: SA's mighty trees are dying a slow death 

A tiny invasive beetle is a threat to SA's mighty trees, say expect - but the City of Joburg is not sure 
'this is a big problem' 

17 February 2019 - 00:00BY CLAIRE KEETON 

A gnarled black oak, one of five dead trees on a Johannesburg street, looms like a harbinger of the doom 
to come when hundreds of thousands of oak, maple and plane trees in the city are likely to die. 

An invading beetle and its deadly fungus are a massive threat to some 6-million to 10-million trees in the 
city's urban forest - and it is not the only metropole in SA to face catastrophic losses. 

"We have never had a beetle so devastating in SA," said microbiologist and beetle expert Wilhelm de 
Beer, who sees it as a national emergency. "There is no way we can eradicate or stop the beetle but we 
can reduce its impact with proactive management." 

Susceptible tree species in George, Knysna, Durban and Pietermaritzburg have already been decimated 
by the polyphagous shot-hole borer beetle (PSHB) and the fungus associated with it. 

The beetle, from Southeast Asia and about the size of an ant, has been detected in every province 
except Limpopo. 

With the loss of trees, temperatures in cities rise, the air is more polluted and lower rainfall is expected, 
environmentalists have warned. 

"My biggest concern is what the beetle and fungus might do to the natural ecosystem. They have 
already been found in about 35 species of native trees," said De Beer, a professor at the Forestry and 
Agricultural Biotechnology Institute at the University of Pretoria. 

"Not all trees will die," he said. 

"Jacarandas and white stinkwoods don't seem to be susceptible. Acacia thorn trees are among those 
infested but they seem to be surviving longer. We have found it on three species of yellowwoods, but it 
doesn't seem yet to be affecting them." 

Nevertheless, De Beer said: "Some native trees we are monitoring seem quite susceptible, like the 
paperbark thorn and coral trees. It has started to move from urban areas into natural areas of the 
southern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal." 

More than a third of about 300 species attacked by the beetle are susceptible to the fungus, which can 
kill species such as oaks within two years. 

Andrea Rosen, co-chair of the Johannesburg Urban Forest Alliance, slammed Johannesburg city parks & 
zoo for failing to create public awareness of the danger and not tackling the crisis urgently.  

Johannesburg has the sixth-largest urban green canopy cover in the world. 



"We are getting more and more reports of trees dying every week," she said. "The city laid out a 
strategy in April last year but nothing has happened." 

City parks spokesperson Jenny Moodley said: "We are uncertain about the extent of the problem 
because we have so little data. With just 98 complaints registered so far and another few from the tree 
app this week, we are unable to conclude that this is a big problem. Some regions have not reported a 
single complaint." 

BEAUTIFUL OLD TREES 

Rosen said residents are still waiting for the city to allocate a dedicated disposal site, report on the 
extent of the problem and train people to monitor trees. 

Moodley confirmed there is no central disposal point and said the city is talking to the Gauteng 
department of agricultural & and rural development about this. Meanwhile city parks has recommended 
that residents cover dead wood with a heavy plastic sheet and then "the heat under the tarpaulin will 
help suffocate the PSHB". 

Professional tree removal and disposal is costly, burning a tree on site is not an option and tree fellers 
have nowhere to dispose of infested wood, said Rosen. 

"On my own property, and it is not a unique case, we have already removed two Chinese maples and a 
liquidambar [Liquidambar styraciflua], all large mature trees. There are a further five infested trees at 
various stages of decline." 

In some "red zones", the warning sign "PSHB" hangs on trees. One street looks like a crime scene, with 
striped tape wrapped around trees. 

Some of the 250,000 trees that have been planted over the past 10 years in the Greening Soweto 
project are also showing signs of infestation. 

Cape Town City's recreation & parks department and the invasive species unit aim to stop the beetle 
from infesting the city's historic trees. 

Zahid Badroodien, the mayoral committee member for community services and health, urged people to 
inspect trees and report any symptoms. 

"If detected soon enough and provided that the infection is in an early stage and on a minor branch, it 
can be effectively treated," she said. 

Once the beetle is entrenched, chopping down "reproductive host" trees, in which beetles successfully 
breed, is the only way to stop it. 

This is distressing for property owners who treasure their trees, which add to the value of their homes. 
Pointing out an infested giant plane tree with a 30m canopy in Dunkeld, Johannesburg, arborist Neil Hill 
said the owner bought the property because of it. 

Hurlingham resident Sonja Carshagen said one of the reasons her family had bought there was because 
of the beautiful old trees. 



Now, she said, "lots of plane trees lining the suburb are looking terrible. This is going to wipe out trees 
everywhere and affect the aesthetic appeal of the city." 

Carshagen said they had cut down a Chinese maple and are trying to treat a big honey locust. 
Huge established shade and ornamental trees such as box elders, maples and oaks are the hardest hit so 
far. Hill said: "What we predict is that vulnerable trees will die out soon. Some will take longer and other 
infested trees won't die. 

"In two to three years you will drive down Jan Smuts Avenue and there will be no more plane trees." 
Moodley said some plane trees had shown positive signs of recovery. But De Beer countered: "There is 
not enough data to support this and I believe the same trees will eventually die if re-infested." 

The pockets of infested trees in Joburg are rapidly expanding as hundreds of thousands of beetles can 
survive for weeks in dead wood, which gets moved and sold as firewood. 

For example, the beetle moved about 30km from Sandton to a Lanseria farm after the owner bought 
firewood. De Beer said: "The firewood was dumped next to an English oak and the oak was infested 
three weeks later." 

Unlike most pests, the beetle can make itself at home in a range of tree species. De Beer said: "They 
infest trees from more than 50 different unrelated families including big trees, small trees, thick-bark 
trees and thin-bark trees. 

"What is unique about this beetle is that it can attack many things." 

A few urban avocados have signs of infestation, as do pecan trees in Northern Cape orchards. 
The beetle has severely harmed tree crops, particularly avocados, in the US and Israel over the past 
decade. 

SEVEN MILLION OFFSPRING 

Even though some companies are promising chemical cures, nothing has been registered yet in SA and 
these treatments are all experimental. 

Fungicides and herbicides that work systemically have limited impact and, because they would need to 
be applied repeatedly and on a large scale, could have toxic effects for other species and groundwater. 
The beetle was officially discovered in SA in 2017, in the Pietermaritzburg Botanical Gardens, though Hill 
said there were reports of trees dying in 2016. 

In 2012 a specimen was captured in an insect trap in Durban but those involved did not realise what it 
was, so it was not reported, said De Beer. 

For reproduction, the female beetle bores tunnels into trees and can have up to 7-million offspring. They 
feed on the fungus with which they are associated. This lines the tunnels, which hampers the transport 
of water and nutrients. 

"It is impossible to predict the impact of the beetle on our native trees and in different climatic regions," 
said De Beer, adding that universities were establishing a response network to research this. 

Johannesburg city parks & zoo said on Friday it was meeting with research institutions about the 
infestation, but due to lack of data it was "too early to classify the outbreak of PSHB in Joburg as a 



disaster". 
Meanwhile, municipalities and residents should start planting resistant indigenous species now to avoid 
a dystopian landscape in our lifetime... 

 


