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OVERSIGHT HEARING ON THE DESTRUCTION OF NEW YORK CITY TREES BY THE ASIAN LONGHORNED BEETLE


The purpose of this oversight hearing is to follow-up on one held by this Committee during last spring on April 11, 2000.  At that hearing, representatives of the City Department of Parks and Recreation, the State Department of Agriculture and Markets and the Environmental Action Coalition testified on the Asian Longhorned Beetle infestations identified and treated to date and efforts that were being made to identify and treat further infestations.  At the conclusion of that April 11th oversight hearing, Council Member Foster indicated that a further hearing would be held in the fall.  This is that hearing.

The Asian Longhorned Beetle was the subject of a pest alert issued by the United States Department of Agriculture in 1999.  That alert indicated that the Asian Longhorned Beetle (Anoplophora Glabripennis) “has been discovered attacking trees in the United States.  Tunneling by beetle larvae girdles tree stems and branches.  Repeated attacks lead to dieback of the tree crown and, eventually, death of the tree.”  In the United States, the Asian Longhorned Beetle has been found in maple species including: boxelder, Norway, red, silver, sugar and sycamore maples, as well as horsechestnut, black locust, elm, birch, willow, poplar and green ash.  The only effective means identified to date of eliminating the Asian Longhorned Beetle is to remove infested trees and destroy them by chipping and burning.   Although funding has been allocated for replacement trees, these replacement trees will take many years to reach the size of the trees that they are replacing.  


The reproductive cycle of the Asian Longhorned Beetle, as described in the United States Department of Agriculture pest alert referred to above, highlights the timeliness of today’s oversight hearing.  The pest alert observes that adult Asian Longhorned Beetles can usually be found beginning in May and that females are capable of laying 30 to 70 eggs which hatch in ten to fifteen days.  The larvae then tunnel under the tree bark and into the wood.  The adults emerge from the trees by boring tunnels in the wood and creating a round exit hole in the tree.  Now is the opportune time to assess what efforts are planned to identify and combat Asian Longhorned Beetles that may emerge next Spring. 


In the City of New York, Asian Longhorned Beetle infestations were first reported 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 resulting in the destruction of more than 200 more trees.  In 1999, infestations necessitated the destruction of 40 more trees in the Flushing section of Queens and two dozen trees in parks located in close proximity to Manhattan’s Central Park had to be destroyed toward the end of last summer.  This summer, additional trees in Manhattan and trees in Flushing Meadow/Corona Park (Queens) have been found to be infested with Asian Longhorned Beetles.


As the current “season” during which the Asian Longhorned Beetles can be expected to be actively reproducing and spreading comes to a close, the efforts being coordinated among the United States Department of Agriculture, the New York State Department of Agriculture and Markets and the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation to identify, control and eradicate infestations of the Asian Longhorned Beetle are particularly appropriate for City Council oversight.


On January 28, 2000, Council Speaker Peter F. Vallone wrote to United States Agriculture Secretary Dan Glickman and Parks Commissioner Henry Stern (a copy of that letter is appended to this report) expressing concern for the fate of our City’s trees in light of the continued spread of the Asian Longhorned Beetle. Commissioner Stern responded to Speaker Vallone’s letter in a letter dated February 28, 2000 (a copy of that letter is appended to this report) outlining the efforts heretofore undertaken by the Department of Parks and Recreation and the State Department of Agriculture and Markets to identify beetle infestations and remove infested trees.  By letter dated February 15, 2000, Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan has indicated his support for Speaker Vallone’s request for increased inter-agency coordination.


Two quarantine zones have already been established, one in Brooklyn and one in Queens, and a third quarantine zone in Manhattan was under consideration when this Committee held its initial oversight hearing in April.  The effect of a quarantine zone is to restrict the movement of wood and living plant material from areas where infestations have already been identified in an effort to halt the spread of the Asian Longhorned Beetle. 


Congress has allocated several million dollars in this fiscal year’s federal budget to assist in efforts to combat infestations of the Asian Longhorned Beetle and to study alternatives to tree destruction as a method of irradicating infestations when identified.  Both the State Department of Agriculture and Markets and the City Department of Parks and Recreation have allocated funds for infestation identification and tree removal.


Asian Longhorned Beetle infestations have also been discovered in Chicago, Illinois and Amityville, New York.
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