
In our quest to protect the native characteristics of our local natural landscapes, we are often challenged with finding new 
techniques to manage invasive species. Most readily available techniques offer short term suppression at best, whereas biological 
controls offer longer term control. There is a clear need to develop biological controls when and where appropriate. Unfortunately, 
it can take up to 15 years to obtain approvals for new biological controls. 
 
Those engaged in the management of terrestrial invasive species will most certainly agree that prevention is the most beneficial 
approach. Preventing the introduction and/or spread of an invasive plant for example, is less time consuming, less costly and 
results in less harm to our natural environment. Once established, managing invasive species often becomes frustrating at best. 
The most common and readily available techniques for controlling invasives include manual (such as hand-pulling), mechanical 
(such as mowing) or the use of herbicides. Because invasive plants reproduce in many ways, e.g. rhizomes, high fecundity, 
fragmentation and since many are allelopathic, they become resistant to these techniques by way of sheer survival. Biological 
controls offer a more natural, long term approach towards the suppression of terrestrial species and we can certainly use the help.   
 
In New York State there are several new biological controls being investigated for use on water chestnut (Trapa natans), and 
swallow-wort (Cynanchum spp.). The cumbersome process begins by first identifying a natural predator to the invasive in question 
and since many of our invasive species come from overseas finding a natural predator means travelling to the native land, 
collecting the insects and bringing them back into the United States with a permit and under quarantine. Subsequent steps include 
the following: 
 

1. Research to determine host specificity. This requires obtaining a permit to bring the biological control into the U.S. under 
quarantine and conducting lengthy testing. This testing is to ensure that the biological control does not harm plants native 
to our region. 

2. If the research is deemed positive the federal Technical Advisory Group (TAG) reviews the research and refers to the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service. 

3.    United States Fish and Wildlife Service releases a Letter of Concurrence. 
4.    U.S. Dept. of Agriculture publishes findings in Federal Register (concurrent with step 3). 
5.    NYS Issues a License to Liberate for limited field trials (field trials typically last 3+ years). 
6.    Limited field trials occur and if the results are favorable a general license to liberate is developed at the state level.  

 
Now comes the hard part, if and when a biological control is permitted it becomes a matter of rearing the biological control 
(insects) in sufficient numbers to do the job. Some critters are easy to raise and some are not. Bottom line is that it can take ten to 
fifteen years to get from identifying a biological control to actually releasing it in-situ.  
 
The biological control currently being developed for swallow-wort is currently in step 4 and is a 
moth known as Hypena opulenta. The larvae of this moth feed on the leaves of swallow-wort in 
sufficient amounts to reduce the plants ability to photosynthesize and therefore its ability to 
reproduce. This moth has been released in Canada with favorable results. Researchers at 
Cornell University and the University of Rhode Island in cooperation with partners of the SLELO 
PRISM will soon be petitioning the TAG to begin field trials of Hypena in New York with one 
location being located in Jefferson County. It is anticipated that field trials could begin as early 
as summer 2017. Our expectation, as with many biological controls, is that if approved the 
Hypena moth will help to suppress swallowwort but will not eradicate it. 
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Editor’s note - For those of us dealing with swallow-wort the promise of a biological control is 
still slightly out of reach. But progress is being made! In the article below Rob Williams, 
Coordinator of the St. Lawrence Eastern Lake Ontario Partnership for Regional Invasive 
Species Management (SLELO PRISM), explains the process involved in developing biological 
controls and where a bio-control for swallow-wort stands in that process. ~ Sue Gwise 
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