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Oversight Hearing on the City’s long-term program to control and eradicate the Asian Longhorned Beetle.
Today’s hearing on the Asian Longhorned Beetle infestations in New York City is the Committee on Parks and Recreation’s fourth hearing on this issue. Previous hearings were held on April 12, 2000, September 18, 2000 and April 8, 2002. As in previous hearings, the focus of today’s meeting is to evaluate the effectiveness of recent federal, state and city efforts to control and eradicate the seven year-old infestation that has imperiled New York City’s 5.2 million trees. 

The Asian Longhorned Beetle (ALB, Anopolitora Glabripennis) is native to China and is believed to have entered the United States about 13 years ago in wooden crates and packing materials. Since that time it has been identified in Chicago, Illinois; Amityville, Long Island; Brooklyn, Manhattan and Queens. ALB infestations were first detected in New York City in 1996 when 1,600 trees in the Brooklyn communities of Williamsburg and Greenpoint had to be destroyed. By 1998, infestations were discovered in the Bayside and Woodside sections of Queens requiring the destruction of more than 200 additional trees. In 1999, infestations necessitated the destruction of 40 trees in Flushing, Queens, and two dozen in parks located in close proximity to Manhattan's Central Park. Also in 1999, the ALB was the subject of a pest alert issued by the United States Department of Agriculture. The alert stated that the beetle "... has been discovered attacking trees in the United States. Tunneling by the beetle larvae girdles tree stems and branches. Repeated attacks lead to dieback of the tree crown and, eventually, death of the tree." More recently, in October 2002, 98 trees on a nine-acre plot in the Newport section of Jersey City, New Jersey, were found to be infested. To date, United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) officials have removed and destroyed more than 5,900 trees in New York City and   its   surrounding   areas.   Approximately   8,000   trees   have   been   destroyed nationwide.

Adult Asian Longhorned Beetles are usually found when they emerge from their burrows beginning in May. Females, which live approximately ten weeks, are capable of laying 30 to 70 eggs during their life cycle. The insects bore into the bark of a vulnerable tree to lay their eggs which hatch in 10 to 15 days. When the eggs hatch, the beetle larvae bore into the limbs killing tissue and cutting off the tree's supply of nutrients. The ALB is known to feed on more than 25 species of hardwood trees and more than half of the city's 5.2 million trees are hardwoods. When the USDA alert was issued the beetle had been discovered in numerous trees of the maple species, including box elder, Norway, red, silver, sugar and sycamore maples. Other infested species included horse chestnut, black locusts, elm, birch, willow, poplar and green ash. At the time of the alert, the only recognized means of combating the spread of infestation was to remove infested trees and destroy them by chipping and burning. This approach proved to be ineffective in New York City, and, by January 2002, the beetle had migrated from Brooklyn and Queens to Manhattan, and, into Central Park. The infestation there threatens all hardwood trees which represent nearly half of the park's 26,000 trees. Unfortunately, the ALB has no natural enemies in the United States and is likely to continue to spread across North America unless aggressive measures are taken to stop it. Experts have predicted that if the beetles spread throughout the United States it will decimate our forests. The resulting damage to industry, real estate, tourism and maple-syrup production has been estimated to be around $660 billion.

In April 2001, the USDA began a $1.5 million preventive program to combat the Asian Longhorned Beetle by injecting healthy, targeted trees with the insecticide imidacloprid. This federally funded program, deemed successful by the USDA in Chicago the year before, was introduced into previously quarantined sections of Bayside, Flushing, Flushing Meadows Park, and in several areas along the East River in Queens. More than 8,000 trees were injected in the program's first phase (April to June 2001).  Approximately 45 of the trees inoculated in this phase were later infested by the ALB. However, evidence collected from these trees indicated that all but two were already compromised before they were inoculated. During the program’s second phase (Spring 2002) the number of injected trees in the New York City area rose to 128,000. An evaluation of the effectiveness of the second phase will be available by Summer 2003. The pesticide remains in a tree for 14 months, making it effective for only one season. The injection is absorbed by the trees within several hours of its application. Afterwards, adult beetles who feed on an injected tree will be paralyzed and then die. The injection has no effect on beetle larvae and will therefore not be used on trees that have already been infested. According to Daniel J. Parry, a USDA spokesperson “If there are no infestations after the first year, the trees are treated again for two more years. If an area can go three years without any infestation the problem can be considered eradicated” (New York Times December 3, 2002). 

Among those invited to testify today are Dr. Chuck Schwabe, Associate Deputy Administrator, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, United States Department of Agriculture; Christine Markham, Program Director, Asian Longhorned Beetle Education Program, United States Department of Agriculture; Robert Mungari, Director of Plant Industry, New York State Department of Agriculture and Markets; Mr. Nathan Rogers, Commissioner, New York State Department of Agriculture and Markets; Doctor Melody A. Keena, Entomologist, United States Forestry Service; and, Adrian Benepe, Commissioner, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation.
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