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Coping with Hemlock Adelgids on Forest Land

When I stop to think about it, all of my favorite places to camp and fish are

surrounded by majestic hemlock trees. In some of the deep mountain coves, these giants

have never faced the lumberman’s axe. Some mature specimens can reach up to 120 feet

tall and may be up to six feet in diameter. It is hard to believe that such towering giants

can be felled by insect pests only 1/32 of an inch long.

The tiny insect I am referring to is the Hemlock Woolly Adelgid (HWA). These

insect pests have the ability to kill infested hemlocks in as little as 2-3 years. The result

could go well beyond the simple loss of beautiful old trees. It could have a major impact

on birds, fish, and other wildlife in the forest ecosystem. While there are a number of

treatment options for the home landscape the situation is much more difficult on forested

land. Homeowner treatments become cost and labor prohibitive when acres of trees are

involved.

The same insecticides that work in the home landscape for HWA control work on

forest land. The trouble is that mature trees are beyond the reach of all but the most

powerful pesticide sprayers. Spraying a tall tree can also result in pesticide drift that may

pose a danger to the applicator. It is usually not practical to attempt to spray all the

hemlocks on several acres of land. The US Forest service has usually limited its spraying

efforts to stands of hemlock that were beside easily accessible roads.

Soil drenches or trunk injections with the insecticide imidacloprid are very

effective in controlling HWA. These methods can be used to treat even large trees. The

problem is that treatment can become expensive when a lot of trees are involved. That is

especially true when trees are on a stream bank. In those situations a soil drench cannot

be used. Trunk injections are required.

The US Forest Service has used a number of different methods to in its attempts

to control the HWA. For large tracts of hemlocks, however, they are looking to another

method—biological control. Scientists have discovered a number of small beetles that

feed on HWA. These predatory beetles can be raised artificially in laboratories and

released into the wild to feed on the pesky critters.

There are a couple of problems with this biological control method. First, the

predatory beetles are expensive to raise. In fact, each tiny predatory beetle may cost $2

or more to produce. The US Forest Service commonly releases about 2500 beetles at each

location in the wild. By my arithmetic that means a cool $5000 per beetle release.

The second problem is that when using any biological control the results are

going to be slow. It takes time for the predatory beetles to eat the adelgids. We are still

not sure about the long term survival of these “good” bugs. The release of predatory

beetles does not mean that the HWA will be eradicated. Most likely, a balance will

become established between predator and prey. Currently, the predatory beetles are being

produced in labs at Young Harris, in surrounding states, and soon at a new lab at UGA.

For now, beetle releases are confined to the National Forest. They are not available for

purchase by the public.

The USFS has chosen a number of sites across the Chattahoochee National Forest

for HWA treatment. Some sites will be treated with insecticides, others will have beetles

released. Some sites my receive both. In addition the USFS is working on steps to save

hemlock genetics in case local trees are wiped out and the species must be reintroduced.

