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Timrite foresters treating  the Leptocybe Plants being inspected for possible damage. 
wasp infested plants with chemicals. 
 

  

Forestry challenges and solutions…. 
 

The South African Department of Forestry is experiencing a tough battle with a wasp that has 

become a serious pest in South Africa. This Leptocybe invasia also know as the Blue Gum Chalcid 

wasp, is of Australian origin and is infesting a range of commercially grown Eucalyptus species. This 

wasp was first recorded in South Africa in 2007.  

 

Eucalyptus seedlings and trees of less than three years of age appear to be the most severely 

affected by attack of Leptocybe invasa. The adult female wasp (about 1.2 mm in length) lays her eggs 

on the midrib, petioles and stem of young trees, as well as on newly produced coppice growth and 

seedlings, resulting in the formation of bump-shaped galls. These lead to stunted growth of the 

trees. 

 

Five stages of gall development have been identified occurring prior to wasp emergence: 

1. One to two weeks after egg laying, cork tissue appears at the egg insertion point and gall 

    development begins within the plant tissue; 

2. Development of a typical bump shape until the gall reaches its maximum size; 

3. Fading of green colour on the gall surface, changing to a glossy pink colour; 

4. Loss of gall glossiness with a colour change occurring to light or dark red; 

5. Emergence holes of wasps visible. 

 

The biology of the pest has aided its spread internationally. Adult females live for approximately 

seven days, reproducing asexually by thelytokous reproduction (without mating). Development from 

egg laying to wasp emergence from the galls in South Africa, has recently been found to be as short 

as 72 days. Furthermore, the ability to tolerate a wide range of climatic conditions has aided in the 

spread of Leptocybe invasa into new environments. 

 

To control the spread of the Leptocybe wasp and lower their populations, it is 

best to try and achieve this during early stages of an invasion in a particular 

area. The first methods are aimed at removing and destroying any infested 

material. However, this is impractical in periods of hight infestation to remove 

all infested material over a wide area. 

 
Close-up of female Leptocybe invasa wasps (1.2 mm ave. length) 
(Photos Zvi Mendel) 
 
Biological control with parasitoids of Leptocybe invasa is widely expected to be the second most 

major method to control the pest in plantations, other than planting resistant material.  

 

To enable the release of these parasitoids in South Africa, they need to be identified as suitable, 

their biology and safety for South African biodiversity confirmed in approved quarantine 
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facilities.  This is to ensure that the proposed solution of using other insects to slove the problem of 

the Leptocybe wasp  does not cause other devistation and put other South African flaura at risk. 

Once this is established,  release permits can then be applied for from the South African 

Government.  

 

While all evidence points to the fact that biological control will be one of the cornerstones of 

controlling Leptocybe in future, both the application process for release and the eventual 

performance of the biological agent are uncertain. Interim decisions and control efforts therefore 

need to focus on minimising spread, using silvicultural and chemical control where feasible and 

planting resistant material. 

 

Just recently, June 2012, Forestry South Africa announced that that their application to release 

Selitrichodes neseri, a parasitic wasp of Leptocybe invasa, had been approved.  This means that the 

road forward will be a period of intense and careful work to build up populations of the parasitic 

wasp, so that it can effectively be released in South Africa.  

 

 
Damange caused by the Leptocybe wasp. 


