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Do you really think that Jake is 
happy with his cattle 
enterprise?

What are our expectations?

-Lifestyle, money, glory etc.

What decisions do we make 
and have made in the past?

Why did Jake run out of grass?

Drought, overstocking, property 
did not grow much grass to 
begin with?





Prickly Pear Facts/Beliefs in Texas

1. Prickly pear (Opuntia spp.) occurs on about 28% (25.5 million 
acres) of  the rangeland in Texas.

2. Prickly pear causes severe economic losses to sheep and goat 
producers.

3.The small spines (glochids) of prickly pear cause bacterial 
infection in the mouths and gastrointestinal tracts and the hard
seeds can cause rumen impaction.

4. Dense stands of prickly pear also interfere with the handling
and movement of livestock.

5. Prickly pear is recognized as an emergency livestock feed 
during drought and as food and cover for several species of 
wildlife.



The abundance of prickly pear on a given range site or region 
and the periodic fluctuations in its abundance are a 
function of weather, soils, grazing, insects, fire, and 
interactions among these factors.

Prickly pear infestations were controlled for many decades by 
hand grubbing and stacking and later by aerially applied 
sprays of a 1:1 mixture of 2,4,5-T and picloram during 
spring or early summer. 

Is a prickly pear density increase always due to the abusive 
grazing of livestock??

Prickly Pear Facts/Beliefs in Texas







Pricklypear pad rooting-

early lack of knowledge



Prickly pear is 
characteristic 
throughout most of 
the South Texas area.  
Prickly pear 
commonly makes up 
80% of the year long 
diet of the native 
javelina.



General Infestation of Prickly Pear



Fire Frequency Prior to European Settlement



Day of burn



One Day After Prescribed Burn



OPUNTIA SPECIES IN TEXAS
A total of 19-25 species of Opuntia are reported in the Texas flora 
depending on whose taxonomic resource you use.*

These include:
O. arenaria O. macrorhiza
O. atrispina O. phaecantha
O. aureispina O. polyacantha
O. edwardsii O. pusilla
O. emoryi O. rufida
O. ficus-indica O. santa-rita
O. fragilis O. schottii
O. humifusa O. spinosibacca
O. Imbricata O. stricta
O. kleiniae O. strigil
O. leptocaulis O. subarmata
O. lindheimer O. tunicata
O. macrocentra
*TAES MP-1655, Checklist of the Vascular Plants of Texas (1990)



Educational Outreach Prior to the 
First Detection

• Tactic to be used with the Texas public 
would follow that used in the mid-1980’s 
prior to the first detection of Africanized 
honey bee in 1988 in south Texas

• Inform the public of the potential for an 
invasion by Cactoblastis from the east

• Give the public our best shot on the 
outcome of an invasion and it’s effect on 
Texas natural resources and industries



Educational Outreach – How Did It 
Begin??

• Thanks to Laura Tyler, working at Colorado 
State University, who got my interest started in 
the potential invasion in 2004

• Laura came to Texas in 2004/2005 and made 
presentations and contacts with the Cactus 
Society and the Independent Cattleman’s 
Association where support was received

• Laura made a presentation to the 1st Invasive 
Plant Conference in Austin in November, 2005

• The first Texas brochure was created in this 
period



Educational Outreach – How Did It 
Begin??

• In January of 2006, I began a series of 
presentations across the state, especially to 
Texas Master Naturalist and Texas Master 
Gardener training classes

• I always challenged these eager individuals to 
take what training speakers told them and write 
it up for the local newspaper

• I made a presentation to the Research 
Committee of the Texas and Southwestern 
Cattle Raisers Association in March of 2006 and 
they calmly stated “how can we support you?”





Dear editor,
I read the ridiculous article in last weeks paper, on page 
10, TEXAS A&M PROFESSOR WARNS OF DANGER 
TO WILDLIFE. 

The last half of the article tells of a “dangerous” cactus 
moth that “threatens” to destroy our prickly pear. Isn’t 
this something we’ve been trying to do for years with 
expensive and dangerous chemicals that certainly do 
nothing to help our environment. 

Mason County News  
Wednesday February 22, 2006



I have to question Dr. Rector’s 
statements:

• “The potential effect on the Texas rangelands would be 
over whelming.” I guess that is true but not in the way he 
meant it. 

• “Ranchers burn the spines off so that cattle can eat the 
pads.” Dr. Rector should get his head out of his books 
and talk to ranchers. Very little pear has been fed during 
the last 40 years, because it is no longer cost effective 
and because cattle continue to eat pear raw after 
burning has been discontinued. This results in “pear 
mouthed” cows. They look pitiful and then with their lips 
raw and their tongues hanging out, full of thorns.

• “Deer eat the tunas.” they do, but this has to be a micro 
minute portion of their diet, even where pricklypear is 
available.



My dad told me of a time in the early 1900’s when 
most of the prickly pear on the James River died of some 
kind of “worm”. It may or may not be the same thing, but as 
far as I know it was never investigated. 

A few years ago I contacted the Texas A&M 
Extension Service to tell them about this. I also told them 
about seeing large areas of dead cedar, apparently caused 
by some disease. I never received a good explanation as to 
why they were not investigating either of the phenomena 
but have some suspicion as to why they didn’t.

I am an Aggie and proud of it. So was my Father, my 
two sons and a grandson.

But I do know that the large chemical companies give 
LOTS of money to Texas A&M. Maybe there is some sort of 
correlation here.



I am writing to alert ranchers who live 
among these prickly pear, with or without “book 
learning”. They are the ones who have been 
fighting this pest for years, but they must speak 
up before the college professors and the 
Institutions of “higher” learning kill this 
opportunity to rid ourselves of pricklypear. If 
concerned, ranchers should contact A&M, ranch 
and hunting magazines etc.

I have little fear that they will become 
extinct. If this threat exists, I will gladly save a 
small plot at James River.

Gene Zesch



Cattleman
Magazine
April, 2006











Cattleman Magazine
April, 2006









Prickly Pear Cactus Moth
Mr. Hanselka and Mr. Rector [“Pricklypear: Friend and Foe,”
April 2006] do not seem to be very well informed on the benefits
of prickly pear. None of their claims of benefits would be true in 
Young, Throckmorton and Baylor Counties, where I ranch. 

Ms. Laura Tyler [“Watch for the Cactus Moth,” April 2006] does 
not appear to understand our problem with pricklypear. I can see
no benefits for the rancher from this very invasive plant.

The cactus moth would be the greatest thing for the Texas 
Rancher since the eradication of the screw worm. It would be 
criminal to try to stop the spread of this insect. We should be 
aiding the invasion of the cactus moth, rather than attempting to 
stop it. 

Sherrell Smith 
Graham, Texas









Fredericksburg Standard 
Friday, February 9, 2007

A Prickly Problem 
Feb 07, 2007-15:3:02 CST 

A residents of Gillespie County and the chances are that 
few imagine there being no pricklypear cactus in this 

part of the world. 

But, unless a little moth that is migrating its way across 
the country towards Texas can be stopped, there may 

come a day when the states official plant is in short 
supply  



Fredericksburg Standard Feb 9, 2007
Meanwhile, what can those living in Gillespie County and other parts of Texas 
do? 

“Be aware of this destructive insect and look for caterpillars wherever there are 
cactus plants, especially prickly pear.” wrote Ms. Tyler

Those who think they may have cactus moth caterpillars in their area are asked 
to contact Texas Cooperative Extension Range Specialist Dr. Barron Rector b-
rector@tamu.edu.

Despite how unfavorably many in Texas may feel about the cactus, Dr. Rector 
last week offered a word of caution from his office in College Station.

“There  are a hundred reasons why we need to maintain the prickly pear,” he 
said, adding “it's a plant that has a very important  role to play in Texas 
agriculture and the natural function of the rangeland ecosystem.”

mailto:b-rector@tamu.edu
mailto:b-rector@tamu.edu
mailto:b-rector@tamu.edu


Responses to Media Releases

• With the releases of the Nature 
Conservancy coming to Texas, interviews 
were made with the Fort Worth Star 
Telegram, Houston Chronicle, Dallas 
Morning News, San Antonio Express

• Contacts by phone: San Antonio area -23, 
Fort Worth – 7, Houston – 3, Dallas – 0 
and all claiming to have the moth or 
larvae.



WHAT’S NEXT?
• Begin sentinel survey work with volunteers from 

the Master Naturalist and Master Gardener 
programs in Texas in Southeast Texas

• Continue to investigate the sightings of 
landowners and report the findings on private 
property

• Conduct survey work on the Texas coast and 
even use planted prickly pear plants

• We can not stop the potential invasion but we 
believe that early detection is the key.

• Train Texas County Extension agents on CM



Economic Impact

• Loss of grazing
– $4 million value in 14 county area in West 

Texas
• Loss of landscape

– $23.9 million industry





Natural Control

• Regulation of populations within regular 
upper and lower limits
– Parasites, pathogens and predators
– Weather and fire
– Food
– Interspecific competition
– Spatial requirements



Biological Control

• Regulation of populations by natural 
enemies at a lower average than would 
otherwise occur
– Usually implies activity by man



Opuntia Species Distribution



Opuntia

• Native to southwest
• Plant and natural enemy interactions have 

evolved over a long period of time
– 19 species in Texas
– 8 species commonly used in the landscape 

industry



Pathogens

• Anthracnose
– Moist, light brown rot
– Light pink pustules on surface

• Unknown
– High rates in 2004 and 2005
– All plants recovering

• Impact herbicide applications



Arthropods and Insects

• Spider mites
– Sucking insect
– Tetranychus opuntiae
– Greyish layer of corky epidermis



Arthropods and insects (slide 2)

• Cactus bugs
– Sucking mouthparts
– Circular, chlorotic spots
– Pads turn yellow



Arthropods and insects (slide 3)

• Cochineal scale
– Sucking mouthparts
– Pads turn yellow
– Eventually pads die



Why Don’t Scale Work?

• Large complex of natural enemies

Lacewings

Flies

Lady beetles
Laetilia coccidivora



Cactus borers

• Most common genera
– Olycella

• Solitary feeder
• Two species
• Group feeder

– Melitara
• Group feeder
• Three species

– Cactoblastis



Cactoblastis cactorum



Economic and Ecological 
Impact

• Loss of food
– $2 million industry in Monterey Co., Ca
– US imports $27 million

• Texas imports 18 tons per day
• Potential sales of $365 million

• Loss of biodiversity
• Loss of recreation, tourism and hunting

– Huge impact on hunting leases in 1997



Current Moth Control Tactics

• Development of pheromone
– Traps at 3-4 feet above the ground

• Sterile moth releases
– 5 sterile moths for every 1 wild type



Be Aware of the Possibility

• Look for indications of 
infestation

• Contact county agent
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