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SOUTH AFRICA MAKES GLOBAL HISTORY WITH THE WORLD'S FIRST BIOLOGICAL CONTROL 

AGENT RELEASED AGAINST POISONOUS INK BERRIES 

 

Pretoria, South Africa – South Africa has reached a historic milestone in invasive species 

management with the approval by the Plant Health Directorate of the Department of 

Agriculture for the release of the leaf-mining flea beetle, Epitrix sp. ARG01, as a biological 

control agent against invasive poisonous ink berries (Cestrum species). 

 

This landmark approval represents the first release anywhere in the world of a biological 

control agent targeting Cestrum species, positioning South Africa as a global leader in 

innovative, science-based solutions for invasive alien plant management. 

 

The Agricultural Research Council – Plant Health and Protection (ARC-PHP), through years of 

dedicated research, successfully identified and evaluated the South American leaf-mining flea 

beetle as a safe and effective natural enemy of Cestrum species. Before approval, Epitrix sp. 

ARG01 underwent rigorous host-specificity testing under strict quarantine conditions to 

ensure that it feeds exclusively on Cestrum species and poses no unacceptable risk to 

indigenous or economically important plants. 

 

Poisonous ink berries are invasive alien plants that threaten biodiversity, agricultural 

productivity and livestock health. Their leaves and berries contain toxic compounds that can 



poison grazing animals, resulting in significant economic losses for farmers. Once established, 

these plants spread rapidly, invading natural ecosystems, grazing lands and disturbed areas. 

 

The newly approved biological control agent feeds by mining the leaves of Cestrum plants, 

weakening their growth, reducing their ability to reproduce and limiting their spread over 

time. The release of Epitrix sp. ARG01 is expected to provide a sustainable, environmentally 

friendly and cost-effective long-term solution for managing these invasive and poisonous 

plants. 

The benefits of this pioneering biological control programme include: 

• The world's first successful release of a biological control agent against Cestrum 

species. 

• Reduced spread and invasiveness of poisonous ink berries across South Africa. 

• Lower risk of livestock poisoning caused by Cestrum species. 

• Improved protection of biodiversity and natural ecosystems. 

• Reduced reliance on chemical and mechanical control methods. 

• Long-term, sustainable management of invasive alien plants. 

 

"This approval is a major scientific achievement for South Africa, the ARC, and the global 

biological control community. As the first country in the world to approve and release a 

biological control agent against Cestrum species, South Africa is demonstrating global 

leadership in developing innovative, environmentally sustainable solutions to protect 

agriculture, biodiversity, and animal health," said Dr David Simelane, Research Team Manager 

at the ARC. 

 

The release of Epitrix sp. ARG01 reflects the success of collaborative research, rigorous 

scientific evaluation and effective regulatory oversight. It also reinforces South Africa's 

commitment to protecting its natural resources through sustainable plant health 

management. 

 

The ARC remains committed to delivering world-class research and innovative technologies 

that strengthen biosecurity, safeguard agricultural production and promote sustainable 

environmental management for the benefit of all South Africans. 
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Notes to the Editors 

 

About the Agricultural Research Council 

The Agricultural Research Council is a premier science institution that conducts research with 

partners, develops human capital and fosters innovation in support of the agricultural sector. 

The ARC provides diagnostic, laboratory, analytical, agricultural engineering services, post-

harvest technology development, agrochemical evaluation, consultation and advisory 

services, food processing technology services as well as various surveys and training 

interventions. For more information visit the ARC website at: www.arc.agric.za.  
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