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Commonly Asked Questions 
 
Q. How significant of an accomplishment is protecting one million acres from southern pine 
beetle?  
 
In 2011, the Southern Pine Beetle (SPB) Prevention Program reached the milestone of one 
million acres protected. One million acres also represents the amount of forestland impacted by 
the last major SPB outbreak, and roughly 12 percent of the area predicted to be susceptible to the 
next outbreak.  The USDA Forest Service along with the Virginia Department of Forestry 
(VDOF) is celebrating this significant accomplishment by honoring Miles Johnston, the private 
forest landowner who treated the millionth acre.  Johnston represents the more than 13,000 
landowners who have participated in this program. Treated acres have been on private, Federal, 
and State forest lands. 
 
Q. How does this program benefit landowners? 
 
The first priority of the SPB Prevention Program funding was to help private landowners protect 
their forests from SPB-related mortality.  Private landowners value their forestland for a variety 
of reasons, including economic returns, a place hunt and hike, an opportunity to pass on a legacy 
to their children and grandchildren, and for aesthetic reasons.  Cost-share funding through this 
program provides an incentive for landowners to properly manage their forests even with the 
falling timber values and increased fuel costs that can hinder forest management activities.  Also, 
cost-share funding is often seen as an opportunity for State forestry agency personnel to start the 
conversation with private landowners about the importance of good forest management for 
keeping forests healthy.    
  
Q. How does the Logger Incentive Program work in Virginia? 
 
The Logger Incentive Program is a new and innovative approach to implementing the Virginia 
SPB Prevention Program. It aims to mitigate the impact of SPB in Virginia’s forests.  To date, the 
VDOF has approved almost 130 applications for 2,700 acres of SPB prevention thinning work. 
The average thinning job is on tracts that are 21 acres in size, meeting the goal of focusing on 
small tracts not normally serviced by loggers. Due to high fuel prices and poor pine markets, 
loggers often do not find it economically feasible to work on small tracts less than 40 acres. 
Since the average forest landowner in the southern U.S. owns 17 acres, prevention work on 
smaller tracts is essential to a landscape approach to reducing the potential impact of SPB.  
Additionally, this program has helped maintain a logging industry that is a vital part of many 
rural communities. Thinning provides landowners with a more profitable forest and these 
landowners, in turn, are more likely to continue growing trees on their land. The logger incentive 
program started in Virginia, and was also adopted by Arkansas, Mississippi, and Texas.   
 



Q. When was the SPB Prevention Program started and why? 
Southern pine beetle is the most economically important forest pest in the southern United 
States. The most recent outbreak in 2002, which impacted nearly one million acres of forest land 
and caused $1.5 billion in damages, prompted Congress to request the development of the SPB 
Prevention Program in 2003.  
 
Q. Who manages and implements the SPB Prevention Program?  
 
This program is managed by the USDA Forest Service Forest Health Protection Unit, but is 
implemented by 12 National Forests and 13 southern States.   
 
Q. How do the treatments protect forests from SPB? 
 
Reducing stand stress and creating open forest conditions through good forest management are 
key features of this program.  The most effective method of protecting forests from SPB is 
thinning dense (or overstocked) pine stands.  Other important methods are matching species to 
site conditions, planting less susceptible species such as longleaf pine, and reducing understory 
competition.  
 
Q.  How does the last SPB outbreak compare with outbreaks in previous years? 
 
The most recent southern pine beetle outbreak was the worst in history.  From 1999 to 2002, 
trees were killed on more than 1,000,000 acres by the SPB.  This resulted in a loss of $1.5 billion 
in timber values alone.   
 
Previous bad outbreaks on record were in Texas in 1976; Georgia in 1979; Texas, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, and Alabama from 1984-86; and South Carolina and Mississippi in 1995.  
 
Q.  How does SPB affect forests and the services that forests provide? 
 
The SPB is the most destructive forest insect pest in the Southern Region.  Smaller than a grain 
of rice, the beetles attack living pine trees, boring directly through the bark.  Due to the warm 
southern climate, the pest goes from egg to adult in about a month and can have up to seven 
generations per year.  During an outbreak, the SPB can attack and kill large acreages of healthy 
pines.  When a widespread SPB outbreak kills trees, the mortality impacts recreation, wildlife, 
timber management, and many other aspects of forest management.   
 
Q. Where does SPB occur and how does it attack trees? 
 
The SPB is a native insect that prefers loblolly or shortleaf pine, but will successfully colonize 
all species of southern yellow pine and eastern white pine.  SPB can be found from New Jersey 
south to Florida and west to Texas.  The attacking adults construct S-shaped egg galleries in the 
inner bark that encircle trees, cutting off water and nutrients.  The beetles also introduce a blue-
staining fungus that helps accelerate tree death by blocking the tree's vascular system.  After eggs 
hatch and complete their development, the emerging beetles fly to nearby trees and repeat the 
cycle.  The infestation, also known as spot, expands to include more and more trees.  Populations 



can build with surprising speed and left unchecked, individual spots can expand to involve 
thousands of trees within a few weeks.   
 
Q.  What is the history of SPB outbreaks in the Southern Region? 
 
The SPB is a native insect.  Outbreaks have been reported since the 1800s, and probably 
occurred prior to the initial reports.  Outbreaks are cyclical and the level of SPB activity shifts 
through time throughout the region.  Major outbreaks typically last 2 to 3 years, and repeat in 
irregular cycles every 7 to 10 years.  Nevertheless, this insect is almost always in outbreak status 
somewhere within its range.  However, there has not been a significant SPB outbreak in the 
southern United States since 2001. The only current activity is in New Jersey.   
 
Q.  Are there certain conditions, such as weather, that increase SPB outbreaks? 
 
Climatic factors certainly play a role in the onset or decline of SPB outbreaks, but they are not 
always well understood.  Any conditions that reduce tree vigor may predispose a forest to SPB 
problems.  For example, lightning-struck trees are very attractive to SPB and often are the cause 
of SPB spot initiation.  Other factors that contribute to tree stress and subsequent host 
susceptibility are mild winter temperatures, as well as drought or too much water.  However, 
extremely hot temperatures in excess of 100 degrees for several consecutive days can cause 
beetle populations to decline.  Research studying the relationship between weather and SPB 
populations has been inconclusive.   
 
Q.  Does the insect affect timber quality? 
 
The SPB does not directly affect timber quality because it doesn’t bore into the tree’s heartwood.  
However, the beetle carries blue-stain fungi that grow into the wood within hours after a beetle 
attack.  These fungi create blue-gray wedge shaped areas in the wood of the tree, reducing wood 
toughness.  Other insects may also attack the tree subsequent to SPB, and many do bore into the 
wood, reducing quality.  Wood decay fungi are also introduced into the trees if they remain in the 
forest for more than a month.  Prompt detection and treatment often minimizes the damage 
caused by secondary beetles and fungi. 
 
Q.  Can endangered species, such as the red-cockaded woodpecker, be affected by the SPB? 
 
The SPB is a leading cause of mortality of red-cockaded woodpecker cavity trees.  SPB 
infestations may also kill large areas of the woodpecker’s foraging habitat.   
 
Q.  How does SPB infestation affect recreation opportunities? 
 
SPB infestations may create hazardous trees in recreation areas.  Large acreages of dead and 
downed trees in the aftermath of SPB outbreaks also leave areas inaccessible for recreation 
opportunities, and aesthetic appeal will decline. 
 


