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FOREST OFFICIALS DISCUSS DEFOLIATION WITH COUNTY OFFICIALS
Alamogordo, NM (May 11, 2007) - The defoliation attributed to a species of geometrid moth (Nepytia janetae) first detected in 2006, continues to occur in areas of mixed conifer forest at the higher elevations on the Sacramento Ranger District.

The defoliation has generated a high amount of public interest and the Lincoln National Forest is looking at a variety of strategies to address the current situation. The Lincoln National Forest Supervisor and staff have been working closely with Otero County officials, research scientists, and other specialists to evaluate possible actions. Some concerns expressed by county officials include the potential for tree losses and increased hazardous fuels in and around local communities, recreations sites and homes.
The Lincoln National Forest conducted an over-flight on April 27, 2007, to collect additional data on the infestation. This information was used to update data previously compiled in June and August 2006. The refined information shows approximately 6,173 acres were affected during the 2006 infestation, with an additional 6,260 acres infested so far in 2007. The total area affected by this defoliator is approximately 12,433 acres. The majority of these acres are on National Forest lands.  
The main question facing officials now is how much mortality will occur as a result of this and other recent insect activity. 2002-2005 data from the New Mexico Fire Looper outbreak indicated that approximately 22% of the trees suffered mortality across the estimated 13,000 affected acres. Many factors such as rainfall, previous infestations, drought, the insects’ life cycle and feeding habits, will have a significant bearing on how much mortality occurs from this current outbreak. Forest officials expect to make an initial mortality evaluation around June 1st in regard to the current activity. 
The Lincoln National Forest has formed a team to evaluate possible treatment strategies for up to 250 acres around the boundary of the Village of Cloudcroft. A Forest Service Enterprise Team was assigned last fall to develop proposals for removing dead trees and possible reforestation of suitable areas within the larger affected acreage. 
Experience with other defoliators indicates that these epidemics generally last only 3-4 years or until natural predators and viruses reduce the insect population to endemic levels. Forest officials hope to develop a programmatic document that can be used to treat additional mortality within the infested area in subsequent years.

The immediate concern is the red needles on the infested trees that for a short time may increase the risk of wildfire to surrounding communities. Forest officials are coordinating with local, community, State, other agency fire departments, and the Otero County Emergency Management Department on this situation. Recent rains have helped by reducing fire danger.
Considerable discussions have occurred surrounding the issue of aerial spraying. Forest Service entomologists, along with colleagues from other agencies and universities, feel spraying would be experimental and may have little success in slowing the spread of the infestation. Spraying may also kill beneficial insects and could impact sensitive species such as the Checkered Spot Butterfly that is known to inhabit the defoliated area. The effects of spraying would also have to be evaluated for potential impacts to domestic water supplies and to big game hunters during the fall hunts when the treatment would take place. Otero County and Village of Cloudcroft officials are working on a plan to conduct some localized experiments to gain further insight into the possible effectiveness of any insecticides/pesticides. The hormonal pesticide the County is looking into can be applied directly to the top of the trees or by aerial spraying. The state mandates the County must stay away from water sources and one hundred yards from houses and animals.
Otero County officials are requesting to streamline the environmental analysis process for the affected area based on their perception and official declaration that this is an emergency situation. They are pursuing an appeal with the Council on Environmental Quality, which oversees the implementation of the National Environmental Policy Act. While County officials are within their right to pursue this appeal, the Lincoln National Forest does not feel this situation meets appeal criteria based on the unknown effectiveness and potential negative impacts of spraying, the unknown total mortality, and the work already on-going. The Lincoln National Forest will not pursue an appeal at this time.
Forest officials continue to encourage the Village of Cloudcroft to work with New Mexico State Forestry to implement fire safe practices and pass ordinances to help reduce the risk of wildfire within the village.

The Lincoln National Forest and Otero County are working together to form a committee of scientists, researchers, and other experts to evaluate the situation, assess damage, project future damage, and provide recommendations and treatment proposals for reducing the insect populations and stopping their spread to new areas. 

The Forest and County officials are pulling together a group of representatives from various local, State, and federal entities to oversee, compile, and distribute accurate information and data to the public to keep them apprised of the situation and any actions being implemented in response to the infestation. 

On a related subject, two other pests are affecting surrounding forests. Pinyon Pine Needle Cast is a fungus that causes discoloration in Pinyon Pine needles, making the trees appear stressed. Forest Service insect and disease specialists have reviewed the situation and determined that this fungus presents no long term risk to the trees.
The second pest is the Fir Engraver Beetle, which is causing mortality predominantly in White Fir stands across the Sacramento Mountains. As with most other insect infestations, the outbreak of the Fir Engraver is part of a natural cycle brought on by climate, tree density and other factors.  It is unclear how long this infestation will last or how far it may extend until the population boom has run its course.
The Lincoln National Forest Supervisor and staff will continue working collaboratively with Otero County and other partners to develop appropriate strategies to address the current infestation.
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