Emerald Ash Borer – the New Green Goblin


Perhaps it is just me, but I sometimes feel like an unwitting player in an Eco-Challenge Game Show. “Well Clark, they have figured out how to bring wolves back from the brink of extinction, but let’s throw a little global warming at them and see how they handle that challenge.” Just when you think you’ve got a handle on the suite of environmental issues and have maybe even made a little progress towards improving conditions – restoring native habitat in pockets around the Twin Cities metro area, for example, or passing legislation to protect land and water resources – you get a surprise like the emerald ask borer. 


Yes, geeky plant people like the folks that work at local and state conservation agencies have been anticipating this green goblin for a few years now, but for the majority of the general public, news that the emerald ask borer has been discovered in the Minneapolis and St. Paul area comes as a complete surprise. If you’ve never before heard of this little green insect that has already attacked and killed millions of ash trees in the eastern U.S., don’t feel bad. There will be plenty of news coverage of this nature-drama as it continues to unfold here in Minnesota. 


So far, the Minnesota Department of Agriculture (MDA) has confirmed that the emerald ash borer has been found in St. Paul just northeast of the intersection of Interstate 94 and Highway 280. In response, they have issued a quarantine prohibiting the movement of firewood, ash nursery stock, ash timber or any other article that could spread the emerald ash borer in Ramsey and Hennepin counties. With an estimated 900 million ash trees growing in Minnesota, they aren’t taking any chances when it comes to stopping this threat. 


The MDA has also set up a interactive check-list on their website (www.mda.state.mn.us/invasives/eab) to help people determine if their trees are infected. The metallic-green adult beetles are a half-inch long, and are active from May to September. Signs of emerald ash borer infestation include one-eighth inch, D-shaped exit holes in ash tree bark and serpentine tunnels packed with sawdust under the bark. The check-list provides instructions and photos for determining if your trees are ash trees or another species, and if symptoms are due to the emerald ash borer or a look-alike bug. 


There is not yet a treatment for the emerald ash borer, so the best way we can hope to deal with this mini-menace is to prevent it from spreading further by not transporting firewood, even within Minnesota, and monitoring all ash trees on our properties. If you go camping, buy wood from an approved vendor when you arrive at the campground and don’t bring home leftover wood. If you suspect the emerald ash borer on your property, contact the University of Minnesota Forest Resources Extension as soon as possible at treeinfo@umn.edu or 612-624-3020. 

In the long term, we can minimize the impacts of emerald ash borer and other species-specific tree diseases by planting a wide variety of trees in our yards. Meanwhile, we are stuck playing another round of the Eco-Challenge Game Show. 
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