
In August 2010, tree trimmers working in
Laguna Beach, California, found that a dying
Phoenix canariensis was infested by a weevil.
Early in October, it was officially confirmed
that the weevil was Rhynchophorus ferrugineus,
the red palm weevil. In the same area, another
infested Phoenix canariensis was detected in
October. These two palms were established
plantings, not new installations. Consequently,
they must have been infested by flying weevils
coming from other infested palms.
Furthermore, they were discovered at a very
advanced stage of infestation and so had
enough time to become dispersal sources for
the pest. 

This situation is very worrying because the red
palm weevil is a killer of many palm species.
It has destroyed millions of date palms and
coconuts in Asia and the Middle East. In
Europe, where it has been introduced and
dispersed on a large scale with the importation
of half a million ornamental date palms from
Egypt, it has infested several hundred
thousand Phoenix canariensis in less than five
years. It is especially attracted to this species
that constitutes one of the dominant palms
planted in public and private gardens in many
municipalities of Europe as well as USA. The
red palm weevil can kill Phoenix canariensis,
whatever its size, in less than one year. This
palm constitutes also a frighteningly suitable
incubator in which the beetle will multiply
many times over every 4 months. In less than
one year, more than one thousand will escape
an infested palm and go on to infest new ones. 

In the face of such a mortal threat, emergency
measures must be adopted to eradicate this
pest as soon as possible. Eradication, as has
been demonstrated in Europe, is the only
solution to avoid a landscape disaster of high
proportions and high cost. In France alone,
the direct cost of such a disaster (removing
and replacement of the dead palms) has been

estimated at more than 500 million Euros. In
USA, the active palm nursery sector is also
threatened. Furthermore, as containment of
this pest is impossible in regions where
ornamental palms create vast dispersal
corridors, the red palm weevil could reach the
date palm groves of California and wreak
additional economic and agricultural
catastrophe. 

The success of eradication is based on early
detection of infested palms followed by their
immediate sanitation, first to prevent pest
dispersal, and second, to save the infested
palms. Fortunately, the mode of infestation of
this pest on Phoenix canariensis leads inevitably
and rapidly to the appearance of visible
symptoms. Everybody can learn how to look
for these symptoms. Urgent training must
organized on this issue accompanied by
intense and repeated campaigns to mobilize all
palm owners and professionals. As the palms
will have to be monitored frequently for at
least 4 months, this mobilization is absolutely
indispensable. It must be part of an integrated
eradication strategy involving other elements
such as mass trapping and preventive
treatments. 

The discovery of the red palm weevil in Laguna
Beach raises the serious possibility of its
introduction to other places in California and
more generally in the USA. Unfortunately, it
was not until 25 January 2010 that a Federal
Import Quarantine Order was issued to forbid
the importation of palms in the USA. In 2002,
in Palms 46(4), I insisted on the importance of
stopping the international trade in live palms
because it is impossible to control for red palm
weevil. It is now too late to prevent the pest’s
introduction into the US, but because of the
risk of spread of this pest to other places in the
USA, vigilance should be maintained in all
states where palms are an important element
of the urban landscape. 
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