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This spring, as Boulder County residents anticipate the second season of defense against 
the Emerald Ash Borer (EAB), it’s a good time to take stock of what we have learned 
since this devastating insect was first discovered in Boulder, Colo., 17 months or so ago. 

Much of the information disseminated last year by 
public entities and private companies was based on the 
decade-and-a-half of prior experience garnered in the 
upper Midwest, the first U.S. region to be attacked by the 
EAB. Now that we in Boulder County have more than 
one EAB season under our belts, we know a bit more 
based on local observations. 

The extent of known infestation is still limited to the city 
of Boulder, but has spread north beyond Jay Road, south 
all the way to Greenbriar Boulevard, and east to just 
beyond 55th Street. The western edge of the City’s 
delimitation survey still runs roughly along Folsom 

Street. But the actual infestation is presumed by Boulder City Forester Kathleen 
Alexander to have spread well beyond these lines. EAB is very hard to detect in its early 
stages, so it’s very hard to know just how far these destructive insects have traveled. 

The time it takes for our ash trees to show signs of attack (thinning, dieback, 
woodpecker holes, exposed galleries, etc.) seems to be shorter here than that observed in 
the Midwest. In infestations there, it took about four or five years before such signs 
became apparent. Here, according to Boulder City Forestry, it is more like two or three. 
This is certainly due, at least in part, to the fact that we have more severe climatic 
stresses here (primarily droughts and substantial temperature drops, but also flooding 
in 2013). These stresses not only exacerbate the harm caused by EAB, they can also 
damage trees in ways that mimic the damage (canopy thinning and bark cracking) done 
by the EAB. Thus, many trees in Front Range areas not yet under attack look like ones 
that have been attacked. This is causing confusion in the marketplace, and unethical 
opportunism among some tree companies servicing cities well beyond the infestation. 

There is hope that biological controls may contribute to slowing the spread and 
lessening the damage done by EAB. Boulder City Forestry released one type of parasitic 
wasp last summer in dense stands of volunteer ash along streambeds. They will release 
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more of the same, as well as a second variety, this coming season. EAB evolved in 
ecosystems that included these natural parasites, which is likely the reason why the 
borers coexist with, rather than destroy, ash trees in parts of Asia. These wasps will 
parasitize larvae and eggs, respectively, and it is hoped that their numbers will grow 
with the population of borers. 

There are other questions to which we don’t yet have answers. How fast will the 
infestation spread? To wit: Will our lack of dense, natural ash forests result in a slower 
spread than observed in the ash-saturated upper Midwest? Or will our high winds carry 
borers with them and cause EAB to spread faster? Are the treatments used in the upper 
Midwest going to show similar efficacy on the climate-stressed trees that we have here? 
Will we have to increase frequency of treatment? And will the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency finally catch up to the European Union and restrict the use of 
honeybee-killing neonicotinoid insecticides, two of which are widely used for EAB 
control? 

Alternative bee-safe treatments, such as TreeAzin (a formulation of neem-seed extract 
or Azadirachtin), are effective and available, and several local companies offer these 
treatments. Will people recognize that, contrary to rumor, there are ways to save their 
ash trees without risking the survival of their neighbors’ honeybee colonies? Let’s hope 
so; a huge proportion of Boulder County’s urban forest is made up by ash trees, and we 
will truly miss them if we don’t decide—and soon—to start treating many of them. 

—Fred Berkelhammer, owner, Berkelhammer Tree Experts Inc. 
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