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Search and Destroy
Florida Steps Up the War on
Citrus Canker

Afler a knock on the door or 3 doorbell
ring. someone might shout, “F lorida
Depariment of Apriculiure — citrus tree
mspection!™ In most cases, a friendly
face comes o the door. Other times, 2
voice responds through the door or a
wmdow. A minote or two of
conversation might go by, explaining the
nced for aceess to the resident’s vard to
look for canker. Or, the bomeowner
koows why the erew is there and simply
savs. “go shead™ — no need for details,

So go the days lor crews lighting the

Plant Pathologist Maribel Enriquez marks
a ragidential tres with yellow paint, denoting
it a3 being within 1,900 1. of an infected tree.

howse-to-house combal against citrus
canker in South Florida. 1t i+ a wearisome
but netessary process fo find and remove

Crews will remove the irss. trecs imfocied or exposed o canker — the

lztest cscalation ol & fove-vear program o
halt advancement of zn enemy threatening the future of Florida citrus. Search and
destroy,

The task is arduous. At the Plantation command center, the moming gathering point
for many ficld survey crews. zenal photographs and maps cover the walls. Grid lines
delineate each day’s crew activity, but not without a clear and sobering reminder of
what still lies ahead. Thousands of individual properties must be surveyed or
remspected - more than a million trees. The job has just begun, and everyone hopes it
doesn't get any bigeer.

Crews file in as carly as 7:00 a.m _, checking with supervisors and receiving maps for
the day’s property inspections. Coordination of 50 many people — most of them new
hires — is perhaps the utmost challenge. Each week. more than 100 people may join
the payroll; people move up guickly and promotions are frequent. Senior staffers may
have less than a vear on the job.

“Experience is critical o doing the job right.” explains Gianni Domingus, deputy chief
for survey and mapping operations with the swate's canker program, A four-year
veteran of the canker team, Domingus keeps rack of properties to be inspected, or
whe's house gets an Immediate Final Order — official notice that a chainsaw crew is
coming Lo remove trees. To do their jobs, canker personael must learn to contend with
locked gates, overgrown properties and angry dogs. “Just a few weeks experience
makes a big difference.” he says,

Nesteovine infected frees is the anly knman method of canker eradicanan (W Reimls
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must also remove any tree withi a 1 9*;!-0 foot radies of a canker fimd. Those frees may
have been exposed o the bacteria that canse the discasc.

A Slow and Deliberate Process

The Plantation center serves as headgquarters lor the residential imspection program.,
housing personnel from the Flonda Department of Agricubtnre's Division of Flani
Industry (IP1). Unvisron of Forestry and the U8 Deparment of Agricoliure. Recrinis
shiend two davs of class mstruction on recogniang canker lesions, and then join
experienced crews for hands-on traning m the field,

Crews look for dark canker lesions surrounded by vellow halos on citrus leaves. “The
m=peetion i= not that difficult on a 10-12 oot tree.” says Richard Gaskalla, dircetor of
the Flonida DPL I you catch it with the sunlight shining through it. vou can scc i1."
It thery can, mspection crews try to spof canker before the lesions become that sbvious,
sometimes identifying an infection on the anderside of a smgle keal” Onee a suspected
canker lesion is detected, inspectors a5k the crew's plant pathologist 1o look at the tree
o make surc. They draw a map of the vard, recording the find. Samples iaken back to
the lab uwnl!_v confirm their suspicions. Savs Gaskalla, “Ficld crews are %0 porcent
aceurate i their canker dentifications,”

That level of accuracy takes tmme. From door-to-door, cach inspection iakes several
munutes. “We'ne lscky 1o get 25 properties inspected in a day.” said a crew leader,
Locked gales, yard frash and barkmyg dogs slow the process. but homeowner
cooperation i the key 1o a quack inspection. Domingus savs nine oul of ten sooperate,
dependmng on how many times we've been in the arca. “South Florida residents arc
tired of the program ... they're sick of secing us.”™ Residents north of Miami tcod to be
more cooperative, he adds,

Crew interaction with homevwners 1s enitical to establishing and mamtaming
continwed cooperation through the process. Survey crows set the stage for the
relationship. “Il that pocs poorly.” says Domingus, “we have a problem with that
homeowner from thal point on.

“If 2 hemeowaer docsn't cooperats. we have police oflicers come along 10 cxplain
why we need to get on the property,” says Domingus. “ After that we almost always
get cooperation.”

In thoss few cases where a bomeowner refuses to allow a tree to be removed, law
coforcement 15 dispatchied to cnsure the safety of a cutting crew. ln March. a Miami-
arca man defending his grapefruil tree pointed # gun at a sherifl deputy. No shots were
fired. but officials hauled the clderly resident — m his 905 — to jail. When he
rotumed home hours later, his grapefuit tree was pone.

Tao help secure homeowner permission, officials offer vouchers good for $100 m Wal-
Marn merchandisc. Any homeowser who inust sacrifice trees — ropardless of the
sember of cilrus trees on the property — 15 promised a voucher. Reswdents can use
them for boving lawn and garden related merchandisc, vouchers may not be used to
purchase more vitrus trees. Even though some people don't redeein them, the vouchers
remain a critical tool for managisng commuaity resistance to the program. =1 we didn't
have the vouchers, we'd be working a lot barder to gef cooperation.” says Zelma
Williams, a division supervisor with the canker program.

FFV A Helps Secure Canker Program Funding

Scounng adequste funding for the canker effort, weluding the voucher program. has
been a focus of FFVA's efforts in Washington and Tallahassee. A projected price tag
of $175 million, drawa from state and federal budgets. will pay to get the job done.
say offieials. FFVA and other imdusiny organizations. have met with USDA Sceretary
[an Glickman and key members ef Congress to secure funding support.

“This 15 the time to act.” says FFVA Presideat Mike Smart. “We have 1 pet this
cradication program properly {unded, with moncy sct aside to make surc we can
preven! Mutore outbreaks ™

Indeed. the approprintion languape meludes Munding for better delection programs,
meluding a broad sentine] tree monitoring system, and rescarch into finding a
treatment for citrus canker.

“This program has been under-funded from day one,” sayvs Gaskalla “We've had to i
the program to the money rather than the money to the program. This is the first tenc
we've had the dollars for what we nced to do,”
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Cautinonsly optimistic about the program’s funding support, canker program officials
hire more employees every day. By June 1, they hope to have 1,700 enlisted in the
canker war. Contracted tree cutting crews are removing and chipping infected or
exposed trees for placement in a landfill. Working in cight or nine man teams, the
culting crews move in & sweep from the north and south canker zome boundaries 1o
contain the outbreak.

I all goes as planned, the program will be completed by this time next year — leaving
South Florida with far fewer citrus trees. Reinspections of those that remain will
continue for three years.

Will it work? Canker officials beliove it will. Grove owners hope they are right. The
sheer scope of the new program seems reassuring. Implementing it as planned will be
the proof.

With neighborhood searches and an army of tree cutters, Florida's canker eradication
efforts have come a long way in the five vears since the original Miami-area canker
find. Through DNA tests, subsequent canker finds link back to the Miami outbreak. In
1995, the initial risk assessment was to remove all citrus in a 15-square-mile area.
“That seemed radical at the time, ondoable.” remembers Gaskalla. “But if we had
done it, where would we be today?”

Canker Communications: A Key to Success

To gauge public opinion on the eradication program, Canker officials contracted with
the University of Florida 1o conduct a survey. Results are reported to be generally
positive. Mew billboards and public service announcements reinforce the need to
cooperate with crews, and urge residents 1o not ransport citrus for fear of further
spreading the disease,

Canker program officials admit they have eritics within Florida's citrus industry. With
arguably as much 1o lose as anyone in this outbreak, some commercial growers have
become frustrated with excoution of the program. “There may be a false impression
that we're not doing much,” ohserves DPI Director Richard Gaskalla.,

At the Flonda Department of Agriculture. Deputy Commissioner Craig Meyer
believes communication with growers should improve as the program gets into full
force. 1 hope our communications have gotten better,” he says. “We've had some
valuable constructive criticism, but we appreciate the overall support of the industry ™

Hydroponics?
An Option for the Future

Girow what people want to buy. That's why Roy
Powell, president of HydroAge in Cocoa. is in
his third scason of bydroponic production,
“Refore we invested any money in hvdroponics,
we did some research with retailers and talked
with their buyers.” said Powell. “The buyer from
Albertson's told us hydroponics tomatoes are
always among the top 10 selling items in the
produce department™

Indced, consumers are buying hvdroponically
grown produce, and usually paying higher prices.
in a mid-April marketbasket survey of

; Tallahassee-area retailers, hydroponic tomatoes
ﬂwmmﬁ?' sold for an average 32.49 per pound. Comparable
hiydroponic tematoes. lield grown tomatoes averaged 51.62, according

1o the Florida Department of Agriculture, Many
consumers believe hothouse-grown foods are more attractive and less likely to have

chemical residues,
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