Hot B.C. Summer Creates Perfect Conditions for Invasive Fruit Fly
by Gordon Hoekstra
August 21, 2013 - The hot summer has been a boon for British Columbia’s blueberries, but the warm, dry conditions have also been ideal for a foreign, invasive fruit fly that can harm the valuable crop.
The B.C. Ministry of Agriculture updated its pest alert this month, noting in a joint communique with the federal government that blueberries are at “high risk”, because spotted wing drosophila have been found in blueberries in southwestern B.C., including throughout the Fraser Valley.
Vigilance and spraying of insecticides is helping to manage the fruit fly, which originated in China and was first documented in B.C. in September 2009.
But unlike the 2 previous late, cooler summers, this year’s extended hot weather has meant a buildup of the population of the spotted wing drosophila, says Rhonda Driediger, owner of the 65-hectare Driediger Farms in Langley.  “This season was early, and of course we’ve had perfect weather,” said Driediger.  “But since we’ve had 3 years’ warning (about the fruit fly), and we’ve got this really good arsenal of things to combat it, we’re hoping to knock down the population.”
The fly has not had a significant economic impact on her farm, said Driediger, who is a member of the B.C. Blueberry Council.  Almost all soft berries and fruits are susceptible to the fruit fly, including raspberries, cherries, wild blackberries, salmon berries, and thimble berries.  But it is the blueberry where commercial value is at stake.  Last year, B.C.’s estimated 850 growers exported $168 million in blueberries.
The fly harms crop quality by turning the fruit soft after the female lays eggs, which hatch inside as larvae.  Blueberries with larvae cannot be sold fresh, and must be further processed, as juice, for example.  The fly’s effect on the fruit doesn't harm humans.
To protect ripening blueberries and strawberries, the federal and provincial governments have suggested spraying ripening blueberries at 7-day intervals during harvest.  Farmers should also pick fruit on time, often and thoroughly, to prevent a buildup of the flies.
Driediger notes that there are 7 insecticides, including several that are organic, that must be used alternatively to ensure the fruit flies don’t build up resistance.  “For us in the cultivated blueberry world, it’s manageable, but it does take a lot of effort,” she said.
Tracy Hueppelsheuser, an entomologist with the B.C. Ministry of Agriculture, said it is also important that farmers don’t leave fallen fruit in the field, and that fruit goes into cold storage quickly.
She said this year’s warm weather and early emergence of spotted wing drosophila has “certainly created a challenging situation.”  But she noted that awareness of the fruit fly (more properly called a vinegar fly) is increasing, and the management techniques are ensuring a “pretty good” job is being done.
She noted that backyard growers can also take steps to stop the spread of the fruit flies, including not composting fruit, instead killing the larvae in discarded fruit by freezing.  The larvae can also be killed by putting the discarded fruit in a clear plastic bag that is set in the sun for at least 3 days, but preferably a week.
She noted that wild blackberries that grow throughout the Lower Mainland can be a huge, natural “reservoir” for the flies.  She suggested that owners of private land consider hedging or cutting back wild blackberries, so they don’t produce fruit.
The spotted wing drosophila spread from China to Japan in the 1930s, was then found in Hawaii in the 1980s, and identified in California in 2008.  Its spread throughout the world is simply an effect of global trade, said Hueppelsheuser.
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