Biological Weed Control: Slow But....?

In 2001, 2002 and 2003, a dozen new releases of weed-eating beetles took place in the vicinity
of Cypress County and the County of Forty Mile. Locations are shown in the adjacent diagram.
The beetles, Apthona lacertosa, were chosen by researchers at the Lethbridge Agriculture &
Agri-Food Canada Research Station as the most promising new control agent of the noxious
weed leafy spurge.

The larvae chewing the roots of this invasive, non-native perennial plant species are the main
method of control. They pass through three moults, overwinter as mature larvae, pupate in
spring once the soil is warm enough, and then emerge as adults in mid-June. After mating, the
females lay 200-300 eggs throughout the summer in small batches at the base of spurge plants.
In 2-3 weeks, larvae hatch and burrow into the weed roots.

Nearly 60% of the new sites are now established. This means the beetles have overwintered.
Under good conditions, visible weed control can be seen in only three years. Then populations
may have increased to a level where the beetles begin to spread. However, it could take more
than 10 years to see weed control. High water levels, like the flood of 1995 and June 2001, can
quickly wipe out beetle populations.

Research on biological control of spurge has been going on in this area since 1988, with five
different species of insect. It has been learned that release date and various micro-climatic
factors can affect establishment of the beetles. Influencing factors include thickness and density
of the leafy spurge, whether the site is shaded, soil type (sand or clay), site temperature and
slope. In 1988, insects were released in batches of 200 while now they are released in batches of
at least 4,000.

The advantage of biological control is weed control can be accomplished in areas not accessible
to sprayers. The disadvantage is the very long time it takes the insects to establish and spread.
Therefore, control of leafy spurge with herbicides is still necessary to prevent rapid spread and a
resulting decrease in agricultural production.

Researchers will be continuing to monitor the recent plots for the next few years and hope to see
most sites reach a point where beetles can be redistributed. Some of the project is funded from
the Canadian Adaptation & Rural Development Fund through the Community Riparian Program.

More beetles may also be available in the area this coming summer. Interested landowners
should contact their agricultural fieldman for details. Information and publications about weed
biocontrol are available at res2.agr.ca/lethbridge/weedbio/plantcom_e.htm or by contacting Rob
Bourchier at (403) 317-2298. The Alberta Agriculture publication Biological Control of Weeds
on the Prairies - 2000 is also very useful. It can be downloaded from Alberta Agriculture’s
website.







