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Key Points and Strategic Actions 

Background/Introduction: 

 

Trees and forests are essential to the American way of life.  They provide shade and shelter, jobs and 

products, and clean air and water.  From tree-lined neighborhood streets to national parks, Americans 

count on trees to provide benefits today and for generations to come. Today many of North America’s 

trees and forests are being destroyed by non-native insects and diseases.  These invaders are removing 

entire species of trees from our forests and neighborhoods threatening air, water, economies, and the 

quality of life in our communities.  

 

 We Americans import a wide variety of goods from abroad.  Our domestic economy also depends on free 

movement of goods within our borders. 

 

This free movement of goods carries with it a high cost – movement of species of animals, plants, and 

microbes to new environments, where a small percentage of them become highly damaging invaders.  

Among the most damaging of invasive species are insects and disease pathogens that kill trees.  These 

forest pests enter primarily through a few pathways: various kinds of wood, especially incoming crates, 

pallets, and other forms of packaging made of wood; imported plants; and, in some cases, as hitchhikers 

on ship superstructures.   The pests are moved across the country in wood – including firewood and wood 

for woodworking or processing; and living plants. 

 

In the past dozen years, 28 new tree-killing pests have been detected in the country.  Several of these 

threaten to cause immense devastation; these include polyphagous shot hole borer, thousand cankers 

disease, and goldspotted oak borer.  The pathogen `ohi`a rust  attacks the most widespread tree species in 

Hawai`i, although fortunately the specific strain introduced to the Islands causes less damage to `ohi`a 

than do other strains of the pathogen. 

 

As noted in Chapter 2 of the report, Aukema et al. (2011) estimated that municipalities and homeowners 

spend $2.7 billion annually on removing trees killed by non-native pests.  Homeowners lose another $1.5 
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billion in property values.  The value of timber threatened by such pests was estimated to be $152 million.  

These estimated costs, while substantial, nevertheless underestimate the full range of costs because they 

do not include ecological impacts arising from the death of entire tree taxa and impacts from a significant 

number of pests, including all the pathogens and thousand cankers disease. 

 

Once introduced, pests impose continuing, often rising, impacts over time.  For example, white pine 

blister rust, introduced 100 years ago, continues to spread to new geographic areas and new vulnerable 

pines.  These non-native insects and pathogens can essentially eradicate species from throughout their 

ranges.  The USDA Forest Service’ Forest Health Enterprise Team’s 2012 report projects mortality across 

90% of the basal area of redbay within 15 years.
1
  Some of the species at risk are the foundation of 

ecologically unique species assemblies, such as the “high-five” pine species in the mountains of the West; 

hemlock groves in the Appalachians; and tanbark as the only hardwood/hard mast species in the 

predominantly coniferous forests of northern California. 

 

Options for Protecting Our Forests 

 

As the report notes in Chapter 7, science has identified solutions which can be implemented if 

government authorities and trading companies act sufficiently boldly and quickly.   

 

Actions Intended To Prevent Introductions of Additional Pests 

 Wood Packaging: as many as 13,000 infested containers per year might be entering the United 

States. To curtail introductions via this pathway, the following actions  could be carried out;  

1) APHIS and Customs and Border Protection could strengthen enforcement of regulations 

requiring treatment of incoming wood packaging. 

2) APHIS could adopt a regulation requiring foreign suppliers to switch to non-wood 

packaging;  

 USDA and international lending bodies could provide funding to assist 

developing country suppliers to make this switch  

 In the meantime, U.S. companies that import goods from abroad could require 

their suppliers to make that switch 

2)  U.S. companies could put in place programs of active pest surveillance at key points of 

their own supply chain, such as at warehouses and distribution centers. 

3) Consortia of citizens, academics, and phytosanitary authorities could implement intensive 

surveillance at locations where imports “come to rest” in the country, e.g., cities and 

suburbs where imported goods are sold or purchased in large volumes 

 Living plants (plants for planting): The approach rate of pests in plant imports of all types is 

unknown.  One study found an approach rate of 12 percent in certain plant types.  Extrapolating 

that approach rate to all imports of cuttings and whole plants would suggest that at least 113 

million pest-infested or pathogen-infected plants arrive in the United States each year. To curtail 

introductions via this pathway, the following actions could be carried out:  

1) APHIS could quickly adopt amendments to the Q-37 regulations under which the 

agency can require foreign suppliers to adopt programs that identify and mitigate 

practices that facilitate pest or pathogen infestations. APHIS could promptly begin 

negotiating sufficiently rigorous programs with countries that supply the most risky plant 

category – whole plants (with or without roots); 

                                                           
1 Krist, F.J. Jr., J.R. Ellenwood, M.E. Woods, A.J. McMahan, J.P. Cowardin, D.E. Ryerson, F.J. Sapio, M.O. 

Zweifler, S.A. Romero. 2014. FHTET 2013 – 2027 National Insect & and Disease FOREST RISK ASSESSMENT. 

FHTET-14-01 January 2014.  Available at:  

http://www.fs.fed.us/foresthealth/technology/pdfs/2012_RiskMap_Report_web.pdf  
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2) importers (plant wholesalers & retailers; plant enthusiasts) could avoid importing 

whole plants; instead, they could import cuttings or seeds;  

3) APHIS could apply the same stringent regulations now required for fruit trees and 

grapevines to imports of horticultural shrubs.  Under this new program, cuttings would be 

imported into certified facilities where they would be monitored closely for infestation 

while grown and propagated to supply the retail market. 

 

Actions Intended to Prevent Pests’ Spread from Introduction Sites to other vulnerable areas:  

 Firewood: 

1) The U.S. government and firewood producers could establish a certification program for 

firewood moving interstate:  

 APHIS could adopt regulations requiring dealers moving firewood interstate to 

comply with labeling and treatment requirements; 

 USDA Agriculture Marketing Service could finalize "process certified” 

agreement with firewood producers which will be the foundation for firewood 

certification;  

 Businesses could join the certification system; 

2) National Park Service and USDA Forest Service could adopt regulations prohibiting 

visitors from bringing their own firewood to campgrounds on these federal lands. 

 

Actions Intended to Prevent Both New Introductions and Pest Spread: 

 

 Congress could create a program under which businesses implementing a hazard identification 

and mitigation program would qualify for indemnification for pest-related costs or losses.  The 

system would have the following components:  

a) importers pay a small fee to help fund pest-prevention measures (for example, a fee 

of  $1 per container would raise $25 million; fees could be levied on other types of 

imports, also, to be complete).  

b) importers implement hazard identification and mitigation programs to minimize pest 

risk; the programs would be subject to third-party audits to ensure compliance. 

c) importers on whose premises pests are found would be indemnified for costs or 

losses as long as that importer had been certified as implementing the hazard 

mitigation program.  

 

 Congress could appropriate adequate funding for  

1) border enforcement by Customs and Border Protection and APHIS  

2) surveillance at high-risk locations by APHIS and USDA Forest Service; could be 

supplemented by states, businesses, and volunteers 

3) response to newly detected pests by APHIS and USDA Forest Service; could be 

supplemented by states and businesses 

4) research into pathways of introduction, detection and control methods, etc. by APHIS, 

USDA Forest Service, Agriculture Research Service; could be supplemented by states 

and universities  

5) implementation of control measures, including denying permission to ship interstate to 

those companies that have repeated pest problems; fines; etc. by APHIS; could be 

supplemented by states 

  



6) outreach to firewood users, woodworkers/turners, gardeners, others who move wood, 

plants, or other articles that can transport tree-killing pests by APHIS, USDA Forest 

Service, National Institute for Food and Agriculture; could be supplemented by states, 

universities, and non-governmental entities 

7) research into biocontrol, resistance breeding, etc.  Programs targetting new pests could 

be initiated as soon as the new pest/host situation is identified.  These programs would be 

maintained over the decades required to achieve success.  This research could be 

conducted by APHIS, USDA Forest Service, Agriculture Research Service; and could be 

supplemented by states, universities, trade associations, other stakeholders, and non-

governmental organizations. 

 

Since the beginning of the 21
st
 Century, more than 30 new tree-killing pests have been detected in the 

country – but U.S. government programs have not expanded to meet this challenge. 

 

 
 

 

Federal agencies, including APHIS and the USDA Forest Service, the states, and the full range of 

stakeholders (including agricultural interests, forest scientists and managers, conservation organizations, 

and representatives of cities and suburbs) could work together to develop an effective system to address 

tree-pest introductions that occur under the following situations, and which currently lack effective 

responses:  

 Who can act when a resource is threatened by a pest when the state where the pest is found 

declines to act? APHIS usually won’t act until the pest is in more than one state, and/or the state 

acts.  Furthermore, APHIS controls only interstate movement, so it cannot protect resources in the 

individual state.  What actions might such non-governmental entities undertake? 

 How can we resolve situations in which states or stakeholders believe APHIS’ response is 

insufficient?  APHIS has yet to approve a single state’s petition for recognition of a “special 

needs” exemption from federal preemption of more stringent actions.  

 

 

 



Preamble 

The transformation of American forests by nonnative insects and pathogens began almost two hundred 
years ago.  Today, that transformation continues and is accelerating.  In the interim, thousands of 
Americans who care passionately about the threat to forests from nonnative pests have tried to prevent, 
counter, and control the influx of these alien invaders.  Many scientists have devoted their careers to 
documenting the threat, defining its components, and devising solutions.  The science has now evolved 
from studies of individual species or trade pathways to analyses of cumulative impacts.  These new 
approaches should have greater effect on policy.   

These efforts have resulted in significant policy successes, such as the 1912 Plant Quarantine Act and 
Plant Protection Act of 2000, along with several recent international phytosanitary standards.   As of 
autumn 2013, we seem on the verge of important progress in understanding and, to a lesser extent, 
improved implementation.   

• The Department of Homeland Security’s Customs and Border Protection (CBP) is acting 
aggressively to counter introductions of Asian gyspy moths on incoming ships and has adopted 
more sophisticated measures to target shippers with poor records of infested wood packaging.  
The CBP has also tried several outreach efforts to engage companies in improving management 
of wood packaging. 

• The USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) has revised its regulations for 
sudden oak death (Phytophthora ramorum) so that detection of the pathogen in water, soil, or 
pots – as well as on plants – triggers regulatory action. 

• A national association of firewood dealers has nearly completed preparations for a certification 
program. 

• Private nurseries and state departments of agriculture should soon begin testing a system of 
voluntary best practices to reduce the risk that pests will be present in plants shipped in interstate 
trade. 

• Scientists are using new approaches to understand pathways of pest movement: 
o Several studies to determine the efficacy of ISPM#15-mandated treatments for wood 

packaging, including laboratory testing of the treatments and growing out larvae found in 
wood packaging to determine the species; 

o Analysis of trade data to identify metropolitan areas that receive the largest volumes of 
imported wood packaging and living plants; and the most likely sources of firewood 
being transported to each state. 

However, policy has not kept up with the rising threats from ever-growing trade volumes from new 
source countries and faster modes of transport.  As a result, American forests are now riddled with 
permanently established non-native pests and additional introductions are certain.   In the welter of natural 
resources interests and perspectives competing for attention and rectification, this compelling story of 
forest transformation has somehow failed to persuade decision-makers in government, corporations, the 
media, and environmental organizations to give this issue the support it needs to halt this threat on a 
landscape level. 



It is evident to us that what the country is lacking, and what is now needed, are champions at the national 
level.  Champions that will successfully translate the passion of American citizens for their forests and the 
increasing body of work by technical experts into effective policy.  A modern George Perkins Marsh to 
frame the issues in language that both policy makers and the American public can understand.   A new 
John Muir to fire opinion-makers’ imaginations.  A steadfast Gifford Pinchot, Stephen Mather or Charles 
Marlatt to set assertive goals for government agencies and win administrative approval to act.  A John 
Lacey or Stewart Udall to press for bold new legislation.  Ideally, a Theodore Roosevelt-like figure to 
pound the bully pulpit to enact the visions put forward by experts.   

Fading Forests III is the last publication of a trilogy on pests, policy, and forest health that we began over 
20 years ago.   This publication, however, is not intended to be a requiem.  Instead, we hope that Fading 
Forests III will be received as a call to greater effort, focused on a limited agenda of actions that can 
ensure our forests’ future.   

Our society has chosen to build our economy on free trade and private enterprise.   Our challenge is to 
find new phytosanitary and restoration strategies that work effectively in this economic context.  Forests 
and Americans who love them will not be the only beneficiaries.  Nonnative species threaten the full 
range of agricultural and horticultural crops, from citrus to soybeans, from wine grapes to boxwood.  
Since the same phytosanitary programs apply to all plant pest issues, progress can be greatest if those of 
us working to improve protection for forests and other natural systems build alliances with people 
concerned about threats to agriculture.   

The grim situation in our forests outlined in Fading Forests III show that American citizens are now truly 
at a fork in the forest path. Their choice is relatively simple:  work toward enacting a comprehensive 
policy/biological program that ranges from prevention to restoration or be prepared to live with altered 
forests that not only look different, but also will provide different values than current forests.     

We ask: what do Americans want for the future?   Trade?  Forests?  Or both?  Consider the words of 
Secretary of Interior Stewart Udall, “Is a society a success if it creates conditions that …… make a 
wasteland of its finest landscapes?”  Consider whether it is worth reinvigorating the Nation’s invasive 
species programs, finding new allies and trying new approaches that can protect our forests, while 
minimizing impact to trade and American lifestyles?  Walk outside and look at the elm or ash towering 
over your house or the California live oak shading your street.  Visit a National Park or National 
Forest…. 

And you will know the right path to take.   
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