
 

Locust invasions are cyclical: African states shouldn't be
caught napping

The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) has warned that the locust invasion in the Horn of Africa may soon spread
to other countries. The locusts feeding on crops could leave millions of people without food. Cyril Piou shares his
insights on where they might go and how countries should prepare.

A man chases away a swarm of desert locusts in the bush near Enziu, Kitui County, some 200km east of the capital Nairobi, Kenya. DAI
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What triggered this locust invasion and its geographical spread?

Locusts are capable of going from a solitarious form – where they act as a solitary individual – when there’s not many of
them to the swarming devastating gregarious form – where they develop group behaviour and act in unison – when there
are many of them. This is called gregarisation. The change towards gregarious behaviour is triggered by physical contact
and they then become inclined to disperse together to find food.

The current invasion of desert locust originated along the Red Sea, in Yemen and Oman, during the 2018 to 2019 winter.
The rains, brought by the October 2018 cyclone Luban, produced areas full of vegetation where the locusts could feed,
breed and become gregarious.

From January 2019, small swarms spread in the Arab Peninsula, along the Red Sea and even reached Iran and Pakistan.
Other swarms stayed in the Arab Peninsula where they reproduced and multiplied.

In June, the locusts crossed the Red Sea or the Gulf of Aden, which is just a few hours of flight for the locusts, and started
to spread into the Horn of Africa. They invaded the North of Somalia and Ethiopia where floods in October and November
created good conditions for desert locust to continue to multiply. The large swarms that have invaded Kenya since
December are a result of this.
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What damage has this invasion caused along its path?

So far, the FAO hasn’t done a precise evaluation of the damaged caused by the swarms. However, the situation has been
serious in the region for a few months now and more than 5,000 km² of crops are known to have been affected in the Horn
of Africa. The precise situation is hard to evaluate in some countries, like Somalia, where warnings appeared already in
October 2019.

As a rough estimate, a swarm of one billion insects covers approximately 20km² and will eat 2000 metric tons of vegetation
each day. In the past few weeks, parts of Kenya have received swarms that cover more than 100km², so their feeding will
have been devastating.

The organisation of a coordinated and rapid response in the coming weeks is vital to avoid that damage spread to other
countries. The FAO has called for US$70 million to organise the anti-locust campaign.

What are the best ways of dealing with them and are affected countries equipped?

The best way of dealing with desert locust, as other locust species, is to adopt a preventive management strategy. The idea
behind this is to find areas where solitarious individuals meet and start the gregarisation process and spray the locusts
before they create swarms. Chemical pesticides are often used, but biopesticides also exist and should be used as they’re
less harmful to people and the environment.

Read more: Lessons on how to effectively tackle insect invasions

Ground teams need to do regular surveys to find areas where gregarisation may be happening. This typically takes place in
semi-arid areas that have received good rains, allowing vegetation to grow.

There are satellite and computer modelling tools that can help to orient the ground teams.

My colleagues and I have done research that uses soil moisture to forecast the presence of locusts. Vegetation will start to
appear in semi-arid areas after rain, when the soil is more moist. By remotely monitoring soil moisture, we can give three to
four weeks more advance warning than when just observing vegetation. If some areas are considered as potentially
interesting for locust development, field teams should visit them.

The countries of the Arab peninsula, the western coast of the Red Sea and Ethiopia are part of a regional locust
commission of the FAO and cooperate to train their survey teams and use up-to-date technology to collect and manage
field information for preventive management.

But not all countries have preventive strategies in place. Countries suffering from civil war and political instability are often
unable to properly carry out preventive control activities. They are also less able to react quickly when swarms arrive from
neighbouring countries.
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Another recurrent problem of preventive management is that the issue is often forgotten when not dealt with for a long time,
hence creating invasions in cycles. When big invasions occur, lots of human and technical support is used to fight the
locusts. A preventive management system is usually then set in place. But countries eventually forget about locusts and
gradually decrease their prevention efforts.

For the countries already affected by the swarms, in this case, it’s too late for prevention. The swarms are spreading, and
given the size of the problem, unfortunately, airplanes must spray insecticides over large areas to control them.

Which countries are now at risk and why?

The countries of the Horn of Africa – Djibouti, Eritrea, Somalia, Ethiopia and Kenya – are the most at risk now. The swarms
may continue to breed and multiply, destroying, even more, the crops. In the coming months, if control actions aren’t
successful, the swarms could spread to Uganda or South Sudan and eventually other more western countries, depending
on wind directions.

In the past, large plagues of desert locust spread all the way south to Tanzania and many countries of central Africa.
International cooperation is essential to help countries currently under attack and avoid its spread. The FAO is currently
trying to coordinate this.

How should countries prepare for the invasion?

Now that swarms are rolling in, countries need to have a control institution in place to coordinate activities and information
to track, locate and eliminate swarms and hopper bands (when locusts are still without wings) as early as possible. Again,
when available and possible, biopesticides should be used over chemical ones.

The countries that don’t have a proper preventive management system in place should rely on the expertise of countries that
do, like the exemplary ones in Western Africa. Mauritania for example, despite its economic difficulties, has managed to
build an anti-locust centre that sends dozens of field teams out every year to look for early signs of gregarisation. They
spray an average of about 20 000 ha per year for prevention.

It’s particularly important that people are trained in spraying techniques to avoid having too many negative environmental
and human health impacts.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the original article.
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