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Biological control of purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) in Goodyear
 
Swamp Sanctuary using leaf-eating beetles (Galerucella spp.)
 

Sarah Groff i 

INTRODUCTION 

Purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) is a perennial plant that aggressively 
invades and degrades wetland and roadside habitats across North America. Since its 
establishment in the New World in the 1800s from Europe, L. salicaria has spread 
quickly across the continent (Thompson et aL 1987). Forming dense monotypic stands, 
purple loosestrife chokes out native plant species in wetland and lakeshore habitats 
(Skinner, 1996). 

Conventional methods of control such as cutting, herbicide treatment, water level 
manipulation, and burning have generally been unsuccessful. As there are no native 
insects capable of controlling purple loosestrife, research was conducted in Europe in the 
1980s to find host-specific, significantly damaging insects (Skinner, 1996). Since 1992, 
several insect species, namely Hylobius transversovittatus, Nanophyes marmoratus, 
Galerucella calmariensis and G. pusilla, have been introduced to North America as 
biocontrol agents against purple loosestrife (Blossey, 1997). 

In the spring of 1997, 100 beetles of Galerucella calmariensis and G. pusilla were 
introduced to the Goodyear Swamp Sanctuary in a collaborative effort with Cornell 
University, sponsored by the Cooperstown Lake and Valley Garden Club (Austin 1997). 
Based on extensive previous studies, the beetles were expected to decrease the 
competitive capabilities of L. salicaria. Control of purple loosestrife was expected, as the 
beetles feed on the meristematic regions of the plant, causing defoliation, impaired 
growth, decreased seed production and increased mortality (Blossey et al., 1994). 

Since the introduction of Galerucella to Goodyear Swamp Sanctuary, biannual 
monitoring of the beetle herbivory and the recovery of native flora has been conducted. 
Galerucella presence and herbivory has been observed in past monitoring. It is expected 
that the Galerucella \-vill be increasingly effective in controlling the purple loosestrife. 

METHODS 

Following the monitoring protocol as specified by Blossey (1997), five 1m2 

quadrats were established in Goodyear Swamp Sanctuary Figure 1) to evaluate the 
success of Galerucella in controlling purple loosestrife (Austin, 1998). Quadrats 1 and 2 
were sites of the original release; 50 Galerucella were added to each in 1997. Quadrats 3, 
4 and 5 were established in 1998 to initially serve as control sites and to provide insight 

I Cooperstown Lake and Valley Garden Club intern, summer 200 1. Present affiliation: Middlebury 
College, VT. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The abundance of Galerucella spp.eggs, larvae and adults during the spring time 
samplings since 1998 are provided in Figures 2-4, respectively (see Table 1 for 
abundance categories) and Appendix 2. The abundance of Galerucella spp.eggs has 
increased steadily since monitoring began, particularly in the sites in which the insects 
were stocked. It was not until spring 2000 that eggs were found outside those sites. In the 
spring of 200 1, over 100 eggs were found in all quadrats (Figure 2). 2001 was also the 
first year that larvae were evident, and they were more abundant in the control sites than 
in the areas where stocking occurred (Figure 3). Adult abundance also increased outside 
of the stocking sites (Figure 4). 

Abundance Categories Frequency Categories 

number category ranqe cateqorv mid point 

0 1 0% A 0% 

1-9 2 1-5% B 2.50% 
10-49 3 5-25% C 15% 

50-99 4 25-50% 0 37.50% 
100-499 5 50-75% E 62.50% 

500-1000 6 75-100% F 87.50% 
>1000 7 100% G 100% 

Table 1. Categories prescribed by Blossey's (1997) protocol for abundance and 
frequency. 

The late summer/fall of 2000 was the first time that purple loosestrife showed 
obvious signs of damage due to herbivory by Galerucella spp. In the spring of 2001 the 
mid-point of damage frequency for all quadrats was 15% (Figure 5). However, the 
overall percent cover was somewhat higher in the spring of 200 1 (Figure 6). The plants 
may respond to herbivory by producing additional, though shorter, shoots (Fickbohm, 
2001). Therefore, percent cover may temporarily increase as the stand's hardiness 
decreases. 

Following the spring 2001 survey, increases in all life stages of Galerucella spp. 
increased substantially and purple loosestrife was completely defoliated throughout the 
Sanctuary. At the time of the fall sampling (13 August), no evidence ofloosestrife existed 
(Figures 8 and 9, and Appendix 3). Native species, which had been extensively 
suppressed since purple loosestrife gained dominance, rebounded. Most notably, swamp 
candles (Lysimachia terrestris), a native loosestrife, was expanding throughout the 
Sanctuary. 

Following the loss of purple loosestrife from the Sanctuary in mid-July, 
Galerucella spp. adults were alighting en-masse on various other plant species and 
seemed to attempt to use those plants as food (Conde, personal communication). 
However, that occurrence was brief and no other species was affected to any significant 
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Figure 2. Comparison of Gallerucella spp. egg abundance from yearly spring samplings. 
Abundance categories taken from Table 1. 
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Figure 3. Comparison of Gallerucella spp. larval abundance from yearly spring samplings. 
Abundance categories taken from Table 1. 
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Figure 4. Comparison of Gallerucella spp. adult abundance from yearly spring samplings. 
Abundance categories taken from Table 1. 
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Figure 5. Comparison of percent damage estimations to purple loosestrife leaves from 
yearly spring samplings. Frequency mid-points taken from Table 1. 
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Figure 6. Comparison of percent cover estimations to purple loosestrife plants from 
yearly spring samplings. Frequency mid-points taken from Table 1. 
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Figure 7. Comparison of the number of purple loosestrife stems from yearly spring 
sampling observations. 
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Figure 8. Comparison of percent cover of purple loosestrife plants from the spring and fall 
sampling 200 1. Frequency mid points taken from Table 1. 
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Figure 9. Comparison of stem number of purple loosestrife plants from the spring and fall 
sampling 200 1. 
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extent. Following that episode, the beetles dispersed. Similar behavior has been noted by 
Blossey et al. (2001). 

To evaluate the dispersal of Galerucella spp., a cursory search was conducted 
outside of the Sanctuary. Beetles were found in purple loosestrife stands up to a mile 
away from the study site, primarily to the northeast of Goodyear Swamp Sanctuary. It 
has been reported that the beetles are able to travel at least 850 meters (approximately 0.5 
mi) in search of food (Grevstad 1996). The prevailing southwestern summer winds likely 
aided the extent of the dispersal. 

Due to the absence of the herbivores, new shoots of purple loosestrife were 
observed growing again by the end of August. The plants, however, were not developed 
enough to produce flowers. Even though this year's loosestrife population did not 
produce seeds, purple loosestrife seeds from previous years undoubtedly still persist, as 
well as root stocks. It is almost certain that they do, as mature loosestrife plants produce 
>2 million seeds annually which remain viable for many years (Thompson et al. 1987; 
Welling and Becker 1990). 

It appears that Galerucella spp. tends not to move from an area as long as there is 
any purple loosestrife. When their population reaches the point at which they completely 
exhaust the loosestrife, they disperse. If the movement of Galerucella spp. from the 
Sanctuary was complete, purple loosestrife may have an opportunity to rebound. 
However, as the regional population of Galerucella spp. increases, beetles should be able 
to easily repopulate the site, controlling purple loosestrife in Goodyear Swamp 
Sanctuary. Continued monitoring will provide insight into the ability of Galerucella spp. 
to re-colonize a site following temporal differences in the availability of purple 
loosestrife for forage. 
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Appendix 4. Form 3 of Blossey's Galerucella spp. monitoring protocol covering native 
nora present in established plots. 


