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     It appears that more than just wine lovers are interested in the vines of California. The glassy-winged sharpshooter (GWSS) has also found the vine a source of nourishment. Unfortunately, following the GWSS visit to a vine, a bacteria traveling with the insect initiates a slow deterioration of the vine affecting the water conducting tissue, ultimately resulting in its destruction. The effect of the GWSS is that of a 150lb. human consuming over 4,300 gallons of water each day. The impact on a grapevine is catastrophic. The destruction of the vine is complete within two years of its introduction.

     The first outbreak of the plight occurred in Orange County during the 1880’s, when more than 40,000 acres of young grapevines were destroyed. The result was the end of Southern California wine, but it also appeared to end the threat of the disease. The primary carrier was the blue-green sharpshooter, an insect with a short lifespan and a limited territorial range. It seemed that only Southern California was at risk. Sadly, the GWSS acquired the ability to transmit the disease, and sadly,  the situation changed. 

     Named for N.B. Pierce (a special agent to the Secretary of Agriculture in the late 1880’s, who first identified the disease), the transmission of plight by the GWSS has both expanded the areas now at risk and has included the more than $2.8B wine industry centered in Napa, Sonoma and Mendocino Counties. All three of these counties have already experienced some outbreaks of the disease. To this point North Coast growers have had to replant over 1,000 acres at the cost of over $33M. 

     However, with the potential impact to the California economy exceeding $33B, the need for an effective strategy to combat the spread and the impact of Pierce Disease (PD) was critical. A joint industry, academic, and government task force was created to determine both the extent of the epidemic and any potential remedies.

     The center for this research was the University of California at Davis (the enology school for the University of California). The Davis study focused on PD history: how did it work, how did it spread so quickly, and most  importantly, how to combat it. 

     Although not native to the state, the GWSS likes the climate of California having migrated from the Gulf Coast and Mid-Atlantic states. It has spread throughout Latin America destroying over 60 million citrus trees in Brazil. The current list of host plants now exceeds 130. 

     To date, both the state and Federal government have pledged nearly $50 million in both a management and research program designed to combat the GWSS.  Those elements include: an intensive inspection of nursery stock to stop the inadvertent transportation of PD, a sophisticated monitoring, trapping, and reporting program, the development of biological controls including parasitic wasps (an environmentally friendly approach), an extensive educational program to help vineyard workers more easily identify the GWSS, specifically targeted ground spraying in the most heavily invested regions, and encouragement of agricultural practices (such as removing PD attractive vegetation from around the vineyards and replacing it with more PD resistant  vegetation). 

     To date none of these practices have been determined to be the cure-all for the wine industry. However, the DNA sequence of the disease has been deciphered and grapevines have been developed that appear to have PD resistant characteristics. Bacteria with the potential to reduce or eliminate the effect of PD on the vine itself seems possible and a form of chemical therapy has been introduced (a combination of zinc, manganese, copper, and iron compounds) that appears to stunt the development of PD within the vine itself.

     The magnitude of the research suggests the  enormity of this new threat to an industry just now recovering from the economic impact of Phylloxera. UC-Davis, in the conclusion to its study released this summer, believes that the ultimate answer will be found in breeding resistance to PD through genetic engineering. However, UC-Davis recognizes that the genetic solution is long term and, in the meantime, it encourages use of all other available tools. Wine lovers strongly agree.  

