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Foresters race against time as tree parasites destroy French woods
26 October 2023
"The year 2023 is as cruel and dramatic as the wildfires," said Matthieu Cabaussel, one of the trustees
managing the private forest of La Teste-de-Buch. "It's a double punishment."
The stenographer bark beetle, a brown, airborne insect measuring half-a-centimetre, primarily attacks
pines damaged by fire or storm.
The parasite lays its eggs in the bark, and when these hatch, the larvae tunnel down into the trunk of the
tree until it dies.
Where 250-year-old maritime pines once stood, machines now hum as workers fell, prune, saw and
evacuate trees infested with parasites.
Along track 214, which crosses the forest of La Teste-de-Buch, thousands of logs pile up, the symbol of a
new environmental threat in a region where wildfires destroyed around 30,000 hectares (74,100 acres)
of forest last year.
'Disastrous management'
Experts say that tree felling is necessary to fight the outbreaks of bark beetles, which also
affect forests in the east of France, as well as in Eastern Europe.
"Cutting affected trees is the only way to fight this," Francis Maugard, natural risks manager at the
National Forests Office (ONF), a government agency, told AFP.
Maugard said pheromone traps were used to measure the extent of infestation.
Close to the famous Dune of Pilat, Europe's tallest sand dune, ONF immediately launched a campaign of
tree-felling in the national forest of La Teste, half of which had gone up in flames.
Around 80,000 cubic metres of wood have been removed, the equivalent of 20 years of harvest.
But in the private forest, where the nearly 3,800 hectares fell victim to the wildfires, officials were not so
quick to act and trees only began to be cut in January.
For Herve Jactel of the French National Institute for Agriculture, Food, and Environment (INRAE), such an
approach amounted to "disastrous management."
Jactel, research director at the institute's BioGeCo laboratory, also criticised the storage of infested
wood in the forest.
"It was the ideal breeding environment," he said, noting that bark beetles have also reproduced faster
due to the high summer temperatures.
"This is a real time bomb," he said. "If we do nothing, spring 2024 will be a thousand times more
dangerous."
Cabaussel, who helps manage the private forest of La Teste-de-Buch, admitted a number of
"difficulties", including the hot weather and sluggish demand that has slowed down the evacuation of
the affected trees.
'We are afraid'
In late October, some 270,000 tonnes of wood have been evacuated from the private forest and at least
twice as much remained to be cut.
Cabaussel hopes to take all the necessary measures, including the felling of the trees during the winter
months, when the parasites are inactive, to "save the neighbouring forests."
The bark beetle has already infiltrated La Teste's urban areas, forcing people to cut down pine trees in
their gardens.
"There is a risk of population explosion," said Francois Hervieu, Regional Directorate for Food,
Agriculture and Forestry (DRAAF), but added that the threat was manageable.
"We are in a situation which requires the greatest vigilance to evacuate the trees in due time."
ADDUFU, a local association of inhabitants holding a medieval right to collect wood in the forest, has
called for the creation of dedicated wood evacuation and storage sites.
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"There is still a huge amount of wood to be taken out and we are afraid," said Philippe Fur, vice
president at ADDUFU. He feared that the problem would only worsen in the future.

"The disaster that we've suffered is serious because we will not see an old forest in our lifetime again,"
Cabaussel said.

"But the forest ecosystems will recover very well."
In the decimated woods of La Teste-de-Buch, nature is already reclaiming its rights -- small pine saplings
have popped up amid the charred tree stumps and ferns.
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