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although it may have been lurking there for 
years, new england’s first asian longhorned 
beetle – or alB – was discovered by a curious 
resident in Worcester’s greendale neighbor-
hood on august 1.

By early December, nearly 4,500 infested 
trees had been identified and slated for 
removal, with the total projected at 10,000 
as the infestation rate topped 28 percent 
and continued climbing. In October, U.S. 

Forest service “smoke-jumpers” were 
called in to join a SWAT team of tree 
climbers and ground inspectors, and the 
regulated area was doubled to more than 
61 square miles. Although the beetle has 
not been found outside the Worcester 
limits, the regulated area extends beyond 
the Worcester city limits to the surround-
ing towns of Holden, Boylston, West

Worcester’s asian longhorned bee-
tle crisis has unfolded like the 
screenplay for a thriller.

that script will keep developing for 
some time to come, with tense new 
twists, continued threats and a rare 
flash of humor. like any good thriller, 
its complex cast includes one major 
villain and some true heroes. 

umass extension entomologist Bob 
childs has been on the lookout for 
the beetle known as “alB” for years, 
and is part of an extended team led 
by the usda animal and plant 
health inspection service (aphis) 
and the massachusetts department 
of agricultural resources (mdar), 
working to make sure there is a 
happy ending to this saga.

his efforts highlight a key extension 
strength: to move quickly, effectively, 
confidently, and cooperatively in 
getting critical information to those 
who need it. Bob, along with umass 
amherst faculty members dennis 
ryan and david Kittredge and grad-
uate student mollie frielicher, has 
built on extension’s long history of 
research and training in urban forestry, 
its deep involvement in the landscape 
industry, and its strong relationship 
with the city of Worcester.

that is the lesson here. effective 
responses to a crisis, like happy 
endings in the movies, don’t just 
happen.

-- nancy garrabrants, director
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a sugar maple heavily damaged  
by years of alB egg-laying  

and exit holes.

The asian longhorned beetle:  
anatomy of an invasion

alB egg-laying site  
left; exit hole right.
alB egg-laying site  
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and exit holes.
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for Bob childs, this is the Big one.

To the untrained eye, the Asian long-
horned beetle might be mistaken for  
just another exotic pest trying to  
make a dramatic fashion statement.

But for Bob, a UMass Amherst ento-
mologist and UMass Extension pest spe-
cialist who routinely deals with outlaw 
bugs, this critter is anything but routine. 
This one threatens to undermine New 
England’s very identity by threatening to 
destroy the heart and soul of its foliage 
and maple syrup production.

“This is my Big Bug,” he says with a 
daunting intensity. “I’ve been lecturing 
about this one for 12 years now, keeping 
an eye on it. We all knew, on some level, 
that this was Public Enemy #1.”

Wherever you find a new entomologi-
cal outlaw, you are likely to find Bob 
Childs displaying the kind of curiosity 
that borders on true delight – even in a 
crisis. When news of the ALB infestation 
in Worcester began to heat up, Bob and 
his wife Debby jumped in their car, and 
made a dash to the epicenter from their 
home in Conway. Unfortunately, Bob 
didn’t have time to grab a bottle of lab 
alcohol for retrieving a specimen. Not one 
to be deterred, he prevailed on Debby to 
procure a bottle of high-octane vodka in a 
neighboring town. It did the trick.

For the record, Debby Childs, a speech 
therapist, distinguished herself later that 
day by becoming about the only one 
among the assembled responders to climb 
to the top of a tree to retrieve specimens.

Bob splits his time between teaching 
and field work for Extension. He sees 
the two as highly complementary. He 

often has the same students in several 
of his courses over the course of several 
semesters, and tends to form relation-
ships that sometimes carry over into his 
work with Extension stakeholders.

“My approach to teaching has a lot to do 
with applied knowledge and hands-on 
learning,” he says. “Lots of my students 
stay in the state and work in the field. 
They are my future clients, and as I tell 
them, this is a lifelong relationship.”

Bob’s own entry into the world of plants 
and insects was gradual. He had a long 
interest in biology, but it wasn’t until he 
was a student at the Stockbridge School 
at UMass Amherst that he started to get 
excited about entomology. He went on 
to get B.S. and M.S. degrees in the field 
at UMass Amherst and – like so many of 
his students – settled nearby.

Debby and Bob Childs’ own two sons 
– Andrew, a junior at Penn State major-
ing in landscape planning, and Taylor, a 
freshman at Syracuse majoring in man-
agement – have not yet been bitten by 
The Bug. But you never know.  n

Bob Childs 
and his Big Bug

think of Worcester, just possibly, as a dress 
rehearsal. 

Outside Worcester County, there may be 
few reminders of the Asian longhorned 
beetle (ALB) other than an occasional 
news story.

But as the ALB-regulated area expands 
beyond the borders of the city of 
Worcester – along the Route 12 cor-
ridor into West Boylston, I-190 toward 
Holden, and I-290 into Shrewsbury – it 
is clear that the impact could stretch far 
beyond central Massachusetts, and that a 
major unchecked ALB infestation could 
devastate the New England countryside.

In some respects, Worcester is very much 
like the three other locations where the 
Asian longhorned beetle has cropped up 
since it was first sighted in 1996. Like 
Jersey City, New Jersey, Brooklyn, New 
York, and the outskirts of Chicago, it 
is an older city with an industrial past, 
perched on major transportation routes. 
And like those areas, there is elegance to 
its still-tree lined streets that, in places, 
continues to shine through, decades after 
industry began to retreat.

Like other cities, Worcester has worked 
with the U.S. Forest Service, the state, 
and UMass Amherst to inventory its trees 
and to document their health, value and 
potential threats. They do this with a 
Street Tree Analysis Resource Tool for 
Urban Forest Managers (STRATUM), 
developed by the UMass Amherst Depart-
ment of Natural Resource Conservation 
and the USDA Forest Service. According 
to the STRATUM report, Worcester’s  
81 percent maple urban forest provides 

Places 
Worcester: a City 
Treescape under Siege
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well over $2 million in benefits  
at a cost of less than $1.5 million.  
That means a net benefit of about  
$57.25 per year, per tree.

Tangible benefits, like 
energy savings and 
less stormwater runoff, 
are quantifiable, notes 
the report, while oth-
ers may be impossible 
to measure: the sense 
of place trees create, 
improved well-being 
through reduced stress, 
the value of noise buff-
ering, or the privacy 
that trees provide.

According to UMass 
Amherst urban for-
estry professor Dennis 
Ryan, an author of that 
report along with graduate student Mollie 
Frielicher, part of Worcester’s problem is 
that – again like other old cities – its urban 
forest depends too heavily on one species.

“Ideally, one species should represent no 
more than 10 percent of urban forest,” 
he said.

The intangible benefits of trees seem very 
tangible in neighborhoods like Greendale, 
where ALB was identified in August. It is 
settled squarely in the northeast part of the 
city, not far north of the junction of I-190 
and I-290, along a major rail line, and its 
trees represent a buffer from the highways, 
and from the commercial and industrial 
areas directly to the east. Trees are tied to 
property values and peace of mind. 

It was through a nearby industrial site 
that ALB is thought to have entered the 
area, hitching a ride in wooden pallets. 

“We’re pretty sure that the first infested 
tree has been identified,” said UMass 
Extension entomologist Bob Childs, 
adding that it can take several years for 
a healthy tree to sicken and, inevitably, 
die. That’s why, he noted, it’s not all that 
surprising that the beetle may have been 
around for some time.
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“Every time 
I go into the 

neighborhood, people want to show me 
their trees. They tell me they’ve been 
seeing these things for years,” he said. 
It is clear the trees are essential to the 
neighborhood, he said.

That’s why both Childs and Pat Bigelow 
of Bigelow Nurseries agree on the 
importance of a bold, and possibly risky, 
new approach to eradicating ALB in 
Worcester. Until now, the USDA Animal 
and Plant Health Inspection Service 
(APHIS) strategy has been to cut down 
not just infested trees, but also to take 
down uninfested-but-susceptible trees 
within a quarter-mile radius. 

The new strategy calls for the vulnerable-
but-ALB-free trees to be injected with 
a systemic pesticide called imidacloprid. 
Some maples may be saved.

“This is the most residential area to have 
been infested. To have to cut down all 
those trees would have been impractical 
at best,” said Bigelow.

Removal of infested trees began in mid-
December. The cost of the eradication 
program will be steep – but with the help 
of Congressman James McGovern, who 

The invasion started in Donna Massie’s Greendale neighborhood.

represents Worcester, the federal govern-
ment has agreed to foot most of the bill. 

After new trees have been planted, an 
area in which UMass Amherst can be 
especially helpful, says UMass Amherst’s 
Dennis Ryan, Worcester may wind up 
with a healthier, more diverse, and less 
vulnerable urban treescape.

The link between Worcester County 
and UMass Amherst runs deep and has 
been important. City Manager Michael 
V. O’Brien, who has been highly effec-
tive in marshalling government, indus-
try and media support, is an alum, and 
Brian Breveleri, the city’s arborist and 
tree warden, attended UMass Amherst’s 
Stockbridge School. Professors Dennis 
Ryan and David Kittredge will both 
have students working in the city in 
coming months. 

In addition, Colin Novick – who heads the 
Greater Worcester Land Trust, which has 
been instrumental in identifying infested 
trees – is a graduate of UMass Amherst’s 
Keystone program, through which 
Kittredge and Extension’s Paul Catanzaro 
train local leaders in key elements of forest 
ecology, sustainable forest management, 
wildlife habitat, and land protection.  n
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“This is not an aggressive bug. In fact, it’s 
a lazy sucker. It finds itself a place it likes, 
and it doesn’t seem to move a lot until it 
has to,” she said. Childs adds that ALB 
doesn’t fly well, and that makes it difficult 
for adults to travel more than 1.5 miles, 
and that’s with a good stiff wind. 

By strictly regulating a 1.5 mile radius 
around each infested tree, officials can 
stop its spread, unless the transportation 
and improper disposal of wood products 
give the critter a free ride. In the past, all 
of the vulnerable trees within the regu-
lated area might have been cut down. 
In Worcester, the strategy will be to cut 
down infested trees and inoculate healthy 
trees internally with a pesticide.

“It’s a risk,” said Childs.

This is how ALB does its dirty work: 
An adult female, active only in the 
summer and early fall, will lay up to 
90 eggs in the bark of a tree – Norway 
maples are a favorite. In 10-15 days, 
the larvae hatch and start to bore into 
the tree, moving deeper as they winter 
over and feed on tree tissue. Starting in 
July, new adults emerge from the tree, 
leaving internal destruction, and only 
neat holes about the size of a dime on 
the outside.

This is how to be on the lookout for 
ALB: the sheer size of the ALB’s black 
with white spotted body, with prominent 
antennae that have alternating segments 

of white and black, is a giveaway – as 
are the perfect dime-sized holes they 
leave behind. Even then, though, it’s not 
always easy. ALB tends to look like sev-
eral other beetles, including the whites-
potted sawyer, northeastern sawyer and 
banded alder borer. In addition, only 
about a third of infested trees are iden-
tified from the ground. Tree climbing 
“smoke jumpers” can double that rate. 
And in order to stop the spread, identifi-
cation must occur early on.

This is how to stop ALB: the best way to 
stop ALB, say federal APHIS officials, is 
before they reach the U.S. As of 2005, 
all wood packing material, such as pallets 
and crates, entering the country must be 
heat treated or fumigated. While research 
continues, however, the pesticide imida-
cloprid injected into a tree trunk remains 
the only direct way to help stop the 
spread of ALB once it shows up.

By the time the pesticide becomes neces-
sary, however, it is already too late, and 
containment is the only option. Public 
education, along with special training 
and certification of those who handle 
wood products, has become critical. In 
order to contain the beetle, it is neces-
sary to stop transportation of firewood 
or wood products out of a regulated area. 
Infested wood can be burned, but only 
within the regulated area, and it must 
be burned this winter. After all, big, lazy 
ALB enjoys a free ride. n

even by regular Anoplophora glabripennis stan-
dards, which tend to be imposing in any light, 
the asian longhorned beetles of Worcester are 
impressive.

While ALB is typically described as being 
1.0-1.5 inches long, many are somewhat 
smaller, notes Bob Childs of UMass 
Extension. The Worcester county ALB pop-
ulation, however, seems to hug – and some-
times push – the upper limit. Researchers 
say they are seeing insects larger than those 
found in China, the pest’s home turf.

“This is the Darth Vader of insects,” insists 
Deborah Swanson of UMass Extension in 
Plymouth County.

Swanson has long worked closely with 
Childs and with forest insect ecologist 
Joe Elkinton of the UMass Amherst 
Department of Plant, Soil and Insect 
Sciences. They form a team that was the 
first to identify the European winter moth 
in Massachusetts. It is a pest that damages 
and defoliates trees.  By contrast, ALB  
larvae burrow deep into a tree, destroying 
critical tissues and – without exception 
– killing it.

Since first appearing in Brooklyn in 1996, 
and then being spread to Long Island via 
the transportation of infested wood, ALB 
has changed the treescape of several urban 
areas of New York, New Jersey and Chicago, 
causing an estimated $270 million in dam-
age. The cost of its destructive potential is 
estimated at $41 billion.

The good news, if it can be called that, 
is that ALB is fairly well understood and 
researchers know how to stop it.

Pat Bigelow of Bigelow Nurseries in Boylston 
points out that what makes ALB so impres-
sive also makes it easy to spot.

Things 
Portrait of a Tree killer
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Anoplophora glabripennis 
is flashy, and slow . . .



ing paid off. She not only identified the 
bug . . . she found Douglass.

“She was a great. A newbie, but she got 
through,” said Childs. 

When she saw the cell phone photos, 
Douglass immediately called Jennifer 
Forman Orth, Plant Pest Survey 
Coordinator for the Massachusetts 
Department of Agricultural Resources, 
and by Saturday morning, Douglass 
and Forman Orth were in Worcester. By 
Monday, the specimen was in Maryland 
in the hands of the USDA’s Systematic 
Entomology Lab, the only office empow-
ered to make an official determination.

By then, Childs was already getting 
calls, and knew he needed to mobilize 
Extension resources to get the word out.

In Worcester, Childs found a small army 
of responders and researchers including 
Cornell’s Richard Hoebeke who first iden-
tified ALB in Brooklyn in 1996, and is 
now studying the Worcester ALB’s DNA. 
At the same time, Childs was concerned 
that important information was not 

As Debby Childs shows, climbing to retrieve speci-
mens is the best way to identify trouble.
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Boylston, and Shrewsbury. 

Just beyond that area are rolling wooded 
hills that stretch north and west to 
the Berkshires, New Hampshire and 
Vermont – blazing with the color of fall 
maples, harboring the sugars that will be 
tapped for maple syrup in the spring.

That landscape – along with the sugar, 
wood products and tourist industries it 
supports – is at stake. ALB larvae slowly 
kill maples. They also attack birches, 
elms, horse chestnut, willows, and some-
times poplars. An infested tree cannot be 
saved. It must be cut down and disposed 
of within the infested area. In previous 
outbreaks in New York, New Jersey and 
Illinois, most of the surrounding trees 
have also been removed. 

The Worcester County infestation is 
unprecedented in its impact on a residen-
tial neighborhood, its proximity to large 
wooded tracts, the size of the insect 
attackers, and the fact that they are able to 
kill relatively healthy trees, stresses UMass 
Extension entomologist Robert Childs, 
who responded to the crisis early on.

About 81 percent of Worcester’s 17,113 
street trees are maples, with a total 
replacement value of over $90 million. 
Two thirds of those are more than 18 
years old, and most are on city streets. 

“It’s scary,” said Childs recently. “But I 
believe we can stop it here. We have to.”

This is the way Bob Childs describes the 
evolution of that effort: August 2 was 
a hot Friday, but Patty Douglass of the 
USDA’s Plant Protection Quarantine 
office in Wallingford, Connecticut was 
still in her office late that afternoon when 
the phone rang. It was Donna Massie, 
who had been working in her yard in 
Worcester’s Greendale section when she 
began wondering about the large bug 
with striped antennae on a nearby tree. 
Massie, whose daughter had just set her 
up with a new computer, photographed 
the critter with her cell phone and began 
putting her curiosity to work. Her sleuth-

immediately available to the nurseries and 
arborists among Extension’s stakeholders.

Navigating an imposing tangle of regula-
tory jurisdictions and authority, Childs 
worked with Extension’s Jason Lanier 
to create a website that continues to 
assemble the latest breaking news and 
directives. The site has become a critical 
source on the crisis, working in conjunc-
tion with state and news media sites. 
(See our “In Short” section, on the back 
cover, for the web address.)

Since then, Childs has become part of a 
massive community education program 
that has come to include training and 
certification workshops for those doing 
business in the regulated area, and com-
munity briefings on the proper handling 
of wood products and yard waste, as well 
as on identifying infested trees.

The response is especially gratifying to 
Pat Bigelow, who runs Bigelow Nurseries, 
which, bordering the regulated area, 
became an early informal clearinghouse 
for the do’s and don’ts. Bigelow initially 
feared that federal quarantine would shut 
landscape businesses in the spring. She 
has learned that even if the crisis required 
her facilities to be inspected every two 
weeks, the business would not be shut 
down. In any event, such measures are 
far more appealing than the prospect of 
failing to stop the bug.

“It could get into the woods, but I really 
don’t think that’s going to happen, thanks 
to the coordinated response,” said Bigelow.

Still, Extension Forest Conservation spe-
cialist Paul Catanzaro says that many of 
the woodlot owners he works with are 
still “holding their breaths” and hoping 
for the best. The economic impact on 
many of those owners would be signifi-
cant, he acknowledged, but that is only 
the beginning.

“Factors like privacy, beauty, wildlife 
habitat, and ecological health and stabil-
ity – these are what drive many owners of 
forest land,” he said.  n
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umass amherst graduate student mollie 
frielicher led the study, Trees in Peril: Responding 
to the Asian Long-horned Beetle, a survey of  
and status report on Worcester’s trees. 

in common is now available in  
electronic format! if you’d like to save 

paper, send your email address to  
incommon@umext.umass.edu.

to learn more about alB, or to report  

a sighting, go to umass extension’s  

alB information portal at 

http://www.umassgreeninfo.org/ 

fact_sheets/wood_attackers/asian_ 

longhorned_beetle_MA.html#1113




