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                                         Remedy For Bark Beetles   By Michael Palecki

     As the Western United States continues to be affected by drought conditions, conifer forests already stressed by disease, lack of sufficient moisture, and air pollution, become the likely host for bark beetles. After that, even healthy trees with natural defenses of resins and fungicidal compounds, can also be overwhelmed by the vast number of insects. However, recent discoveries by forest entomologists may lead to eradication of the most destructive mountain pine beetle.
     While bark beetles in themselves are a natural cyclical pest that have thinned out weak and diseased trees for centuries, an imbalance has occurred in the past 30 years that prevents conifers from producing enough gooey sap to drown bark beetles, or enough powdery fungus spores to kill the insect. In recent times, Northern Arizona University Entomologist Doctor Rich Hofstetter has isolated a beneficial strain of fungus that kills the beetles.
     According to the February 17 edition of the journal Entomology Today, Dr. Hofstetter is testing the fungus known as “Beauveria Bassiana.” The fungus releases white powdery spores, which, when the beetles crawl over them, penetrate the insects’ exoskeletons. Hofstetter commented, “Once they (the spores) get inside, they replicate, they grow and kill the beetle within two days.”
     According to the article entitled “Entomologist Uses Fungus to Manage Bark Beetles,” Montana BioAgriculture Inc. (MBA) sponsored Hofstetter’s research to find the most effective strain of fungus. Next in the process, MBA grew the spores and sent them to Hofstetter who then dissolved them into a liquid formula, which he sprayed on tree trunks and logs, resulting in an 80 to 90 percent beetle mortality rate. It is hopeful that a product to control bark beetle infestations will be available commercially, within one year.
     Funding for the research and development of a commercial product was made possible when MBA received a National Science Foundation Award and cash grant in the amount of $425,765.00 for “Combining fungal metabolites and insect pathogens for cost effective control of bark beetle in forestry.”
     While Dr. Hofstetter’s research provides a remedy for pine bark beetles, which have destroyed millions of acres of trees, another variety of bark beetle has evolved that attacks spruce trees-with a similar effect. As beetles bore into the inner bark and create “galleries” or tunnels, the flow of nutrients to green vegetation in photosynthesis is cut off.

     All of this is perpetuated as beetles provide a natural check and balance system that regulates forest density. As forests become denser through fire suppression, trees become weaker and stressed emitting volatile compounds that attract beetles.

     Unlike pesticides, that can affect wildlife, Hofstetter says the use of fungus continues to evolve with beetles and provides good forest management.   
