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Topic:  Biological Control of Leafy Spurge in Southern Idaho 

Summary:     
Forest Service Forest Health Protection (FHP) and Research are working together to improve the 
effectiveness of using biological control or ‘biocontrol’ agents to control highly invasive leafy spurge 
infestations in the mountains of southern Idaho. 

Accomplishments over the past decade include:  

1) Proven effectiveness of long-term weed control using biocontrol agents,  

2) Development of "bug bombs" to treat remote weed infestations from the air, and  

3) Establishment of a biocontrol agent source. 

 

Despite strong accomplishments, challenges 
remain.  These include: 

1) Ensuring sustainability and effectiveness of 
biocontrols in riparian areas, and  

2) Monitoring biocontrol agents’ effects on 
remote leafy spurge infestations. 

  

 1998 “Before” and 2007 “After” Photos of Biocontrol 

 Release Site.  At left, bright yellow Leafy Spruge covers most 
of site; above, native vegetation is nearly fully recovered.  

 
 

 
Background:      
Leafy spurge is a deep-rooted forb of European origin that was introduced to North America as a medical 
plant and ornamental.  It escaped from cultivation and became a major invasive weed in the northern plains 
of North America.  It is now well-established and rapidly spreading throughout the mountains and 
rangelands of Montana and Idaho causing millions of dollars in damage to rangelands and in lost 
production.  One of the worst infestations was along the South Fork of the Boise River on the Sawtooth 
National Forest in southern Idaho. 

In 1997, the FHP and Rocky Mountain Research Station undertook a cooperative program to control leafy 
spurge in this area by releasing five different biocontrol agents.  Of these, two flea beetles have become 
well established and are the basis of a management strategy to control this major spurge infestation. 

  



Key Findings or Accomplishments:  
♦ Biocontrol Agents are effective at controlling leafy spurge.   

o After five years biocontrol agents reduced the spurge populations to an acceptable level 
at the initial release sites and native vegetation began to recover.  

o After ten years biocontrol agents almost completely controlled the leafy spurge along the 
valley bottom and the surrounding mountainsides.  

♦ Biocontrol Agents promote natural recovery of native 
vegetation, ensuring a longer-term, sustainable result.  

o Where herbicides were used, native forbs were 
virtually eliminated along with the leafy spurge.  
With little vegetation on site, spurge out-competed 
other species and after five years again became 
the dominant vegetation.  After ten years, 
biocontrol agents had migrated to the sprayed 
areas and reduced leafy spurge densities. 

o In areas treated by biocontrol agents, native 
vegetation is able to re-establish itself from 
dormant populations as spurge plants are 
gradually eliminated.   

♦ Once established, biocontrol agent populations become a 
‘bug bank’ and provide a source of biocontrol agents for 
many other federal, state, county and local weed 
management partners throughout Idaho. 

♦ Manual redistribution throughout the valley bottom was easily accomplished, but remote 
infestations proved difficult to treat.   

o FHP staff refined and implemented a "bug bomb" technique to treat remote pockets of 
spurge on the mountain slopes up to 15 miles away.  Using a helicopter, cartons full of 
biocontrol agents, or "bug bombs," were distributed to these remote weed infestations. 

♦ FHP has contributed approximately $135,000 through technical assistance and Special 
Technology Development Projects in support of this 
cooperative effort.   

Aphthona lacertosa 

Aphthona nigriscutis 

Preparing "Bug bombs" for helicopter 
drops on remote spurge infestations.  

 
 

Future Direction and Challenges 
♦ Spurge control in riparian areas:  Spring flooding prevents 

the establishment of long-term biocontrol populations.  FHP 
and Forest Service Research are developing techniques to 
control spurge within a one-year period in the riparian areas 
by using massive numbers of flea beetles.   

♦ Monitoring biocontrol effectiveness of the bug bombs on 
remote, isolated spurge pockets has proven difficult and may 
require the development of suitable aerial photography 
systems or other remote sensing techniques to evaluate long-term effectiveness of biocontrol.  
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