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Abstract

 
Solanum viarum Dunal (Solanaceae) is a perennial prickly weed, native to South America 
that was found in Florida in 1988, and it has invaded at least 400,000 hectares of grasslands 
and conservation areas in Florida and several other states. The spread in the United States 
can be partially attributed to a large seed production per plant, an effective seed dispersal by 
cattle and wildlife that feed on fruits, and introduction of the plant to new areas without its 
natural enemies (herbivorous and pathogens) that keep weed’s population in low numbers 
in the area of origin. Management practices for S. viarum based on herbicides or mowing 
only provide a temporary solution and are relatively expensive. Cattle ranchers in Florida 
spend an estimated at $6.5 to 16 million annually to control S. viarum.  A biological control 
project was started in 1997 by the University of Florida in collaboration with Brazilian 
and Argentinean researchers. The first biological control agent approved for field release 
in 2003, the leaf beetle Gratiana boliviana Spaeth (Chrysomelidae), has been released 
(approximately 233,000) in 39 counties in Florida, 2 counties in Georgia, 3 counties in 
Alabama, and 1 County in Texas. Post-release evaluations to determine establishment, 
dispersal, and feeding effects of the beetles on S. viarum plants have been made since 2003 
in at least five of the release sites. The beetles got established in south/central Florida. 
Beetle dispersal (1.6 to 16 km/year) is a function of plant availability. G. boliviana is causing 
significant defoliation (30-100%) and reducing fruit production of S. viarum. Management 
of S. viarum infestations at the central and south Florida release sites is now mostly based 
on the biological control agent with fewer applications of herbicide or mowing. However, 
new agents are required for northern Florida where G. boliviana was not able to establish.    


