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Common Conservation Commission Questions about Purple Loosestrife Biocontrol

1. What are the biocontrol organisms?

2.  Where are the biocontrol organisms normally found?

3.  Do the biocontrol organisms attack other plants or animals?

4. Where do the biocontrol organisms go in winter?

5.  How do most conservation commissions handle the review of these projects?

6.  How are the beetles obtained and released?

7.  Do the biocontrol organisms attack humans?

8.  Will the biocontrol eliminate purple loosestrife?

9.  How long does it take for the biocontrol to work?

10.  Do the beetles disperse away from the release location?

Common Conservation Commission Questions about Purple Loosestrife Biocontrol

Answers by Lou Wagner

Mass Audubon Regional Scientist

1. What are the biocontrol organisms?

The most commonly used biocontrol organisms for purple loosestrife biocontrol are beetles of the family Galerucella.  These are small beetles that live on and eat purple loosestrife leaves and stems in Europe where purple loosestrife is native.  They are natural predators on purple loosestrife that help to control the growth and spread of purple loosestrife in its native range.  A  primary reason that purple loosestrife has become a problem in North America is the lack of predators such as Galerucella that control purple loosestrife in its native range.

2. Where are the biocontrol organisms normally found?

Galerucella beetles are native to parts of Europe and Asia, the same areas where purple loosestrife is native.

3. Do the biocontrol organisms attack other plants or animals?

The potential for Galerucella beetles to attack plant species native to North America was extensively researched prior to approval for use as a biocontrol agent in the U.S..  Initial research and releases of Galerucella in the U.S. (since the 1990s) have indicated there are no significant negative effects on native species.  Galerucella beetles have been known to feed on a few native species, such as Decodon verticillatus (water-willow), a close native relative of purple loosestrife, but they prefer purple loosestrife.   Galerucella beetles have not been found to reproduce successfully except on purple loosestrife, because young larvae must feed on purple loosestrife.  

4. Where do the biocontrol organisms go in winter?

Galerucella beetle adults spend the winter in the wetland soil and emerge again in spring (usually mid to late May).

5. How do most conservation commissions handle the review of these projects?

The state of Massachusetts does not have a specific procedure for reviewing projects of this type.  Project proponets should contact the conservation commission of the town in which they wish to release beetles to control purple loosestrife to determine what information the commission would like to have about their project. Most conservation commissions request an initial project proposal be presented to them and that they be annually updated regarding the project.  Others have requested that project proponents file a Request for Determination of Applicability (RDA) rather than the more detailed and expensive Notice of Intent (NOI) procedure.  Since the release of the beetles is intended to enhance wetland values, conservation commissions generally approve and support Galerucella beetle biocontrol releases. 

6. How are the beetles obtained and released?

The importation of these beetles into Massachusetts is regulated by the U. S. Department of Agriculture and a permit is required to import the beetles.  In Massachusetts, the state Wetlands Restoration Program has a permit to import the beetles, and biocontrol projects initiated in coordination with the state program can import beetles under their license.  The beetles may be purchased from a rearing lab and released directly into the wild.  Alternatively,  small numbers of beetles may be purchased from a lab or collected from a population already established in the wild and then raised in a controlled environment until a sufficient number are produced for release. The beetles are shipped overnight from a rearing lab in New Jersey and are then released into the wetlands the next morning.  Five thousand beetles, a typical minimum release number, fit into a two gallon container.  To release the beetles, you simply take the container into a dense stand of purple loosestrife and open the lid.  The beetles then disperse into the purple loosestrife on their own.  Release of the beetles is typically done in June or early July.

7. Do the biocontrol organisms attack humans?

The Galerucella beetles are entirely herbivorous and are seldom found far from purple loosestrife.  They have never been reported to harm or pose a nuisance to humans.  The beetles have been raised in a controlled environement to ensure they do not harbor or spread any parasites or diseases.

8. Will the biocontrol eliminate purple loosestrife?

Galerucella beetles are a natural predator on purple loosestrife and depend on purple loosestrife to complete their life cycle.  Biocontrol with Galerucella beetles will not eradicate purple loosestrife.  If successful, a biocontrol release will suppress purple loosestrife and allow native plants to grow in areas that were formerly dominated by purple loosestrife.  However, enough purple loosestrife should survive to support the beetle population.  A successful beetle release will result in a significant decline in purple loosestrife, but loosestrife will persist in low numbers along with a small population of beetles.

9. How long does it take for the biocontrol to work?

Three years of releases are typically recommended to establish a self-sustaining biocontrol beetle population large enough to significantly reduce the presence of purple loosestrife.  Monitoring beetle success and purple loosestrife response to the beetles is an important component of project implementation.  You can adapt your treatment plan (for example release more or fewer beetles in consecutive years) in an attempt to meet your purple loosestrife control goals. The Massachusetts Wetlands Restoration Program provides a monitoring protocol that can be used to track the success of beetle releases over time.

10.  Do the beetles disperse away from the release location?

When beetles reduce the amount of purple loosestrife at a site to the point there is not enough purple loosestrife to sustain the beetle population, they will likely move to another purple loosestrife infestation.  In fact,beetles have been known to disperse from the original point of release and become established in purple loosestrife infestations up to ten miles from the release location.  The Wetlands Restoration Program is trying to track beetle migration by inventorying beetle populations and beetle damage to purple loosestrife that are not associated with release locations.
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