Assessment of Huanglongbing (Citrus Greening) in Florida 
Background: Huanglongbing (HLB) is one of the most serious citrus diseases in the world. It is a bacterial disease that greatly reduces crop yields and can kill trees within two years. HLB has severely affected citrus production in Asia, Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and Brazil. The disease specifically attacks citrus plants and presents no threat to humans or animals. HLB was first detected in Florida in August, 2005 when the disease symptoms were observed in Miami-Dade County on dooryard citrus. Experts believe it probably entered Florida through a port in south Florida in similar fashion to the citrus canker disease.  HLB is spread by the Asian citrus psyllid, which was first reported in Florida in 1998.  Currently, all 32 counties containing commercial citrus production have HLB.  The levels of infection are greatest in southern Florida counties, with some groves in that area reaching 60 percent infection rate.  Projections are for the continued spread of HLB throughout the state contingent upon implementation of effective preventive and containment measures. 
Current Defenses: Currently growers are fighting HLB by scouting for the disease, removing infected trees and suppressing the psyllid through spraying programs. Right now this is the best strategy to slow the onset and spread of HLB.  The suppression techniques are believed to be a stopgap measure. 
Field Observations: Growers are worried.  A grove with a 5 percent infection rate can go from 20 percent to 40 percent to 80 percent over a four year period.  One of the largest citrus producers in Florida, experienced the destruction HLB can cause firsthand. The company lost 40,000 trees in one year to the disease. This scenario is expected to play out over and over again if the current research does not have a breakthrough soon.  
Research: The Florida citrus industry has made a siginifcant financial commitment to researching additional ways to stop, or cure, the disease.  More than 100 research projects are currently underway and 200 proposals are in the pipeline creating a “Manhattan Project” effort within the citrus research community.  Unfortunately there is limited basic research on the HLB bacterium and the citrus psyllid so scientists are effectively starting from Square One. We believe that the brightest and best scientists researching this disease will eventually pay dividends. The ultimate solution is developing a tree resistant to greening, but short terms solutions may involve a biological control through a natural enemy of the psyllid or new pesticide application techniques.  
The current research’s objectives are as follows:

· Understand the biology, ecology and spread of the insect vector and the pathogen

· Characterize the infection process in citrus plants and the dynamics of tree-to-tree spread

· Evaluate currently available tools for suppressing the insect, as well as diagnostics of the disease under field conditions

· Develop tools to enhance research and to seek intermediate- and long-term solutions

· Culture the organism

· Obtain the genomic sequence of the pathogen to allow for genetic studies

· Improve on detection methods that currently only are able to confirm disease once symptoms are present

· Explore genetic manipulation of the citrus plant to confer resistance or tolerance to the disease

· Evaluate and transfer integrated approaches to slowing disease spread and its impacts until genetic solutions and longer-term solutions can be delivered

· Open communication of research progress and deployable strategies to growers and the scientific community.  Extension is actively leading this effort in concert with industry

Funding: The Florida citrus industry, lead by Mutual, is undertaking a collective effort to identify every source of funding possible at the local, state and federal level.  Even in this tight budget year, Mutual was able to secure $2 million in general state appropriations for HLB research. Plus, the 2008 Farm Bill contained millions of dollars in research funding for specialty crops so the Florida citrus industry is pursuing that funding as well. For the HLB research to remain timely and consistent, it must be ramped-up and continue unabated.  In 2008, The Florida Citrus Commission will dedicate up to $20 million in grower box tax dollars toward this research effort.  At this time top researchers and industry leaders don’t know how much funding and how long it will take it will take to find short-term and long term solutions to HLB.
Economic Impact: The introduction and spread of HLB is having significantly negative impact on the Florida citrus industry.  Additional measures to scout for the disease and insect vector are increasing operational budgets at a time when fruit prices are declining and input costs are at all-time highs. In addition, the cost of enhanced insect control, tree removal and better nutrient management have gone up.  Plus the loss of infected trees from productive groves and, in some cases, removal of entire groves due to disease are devastating large and small citrus businesses.  The added greening costs alone have increased grove operations on average about 50%, from $1,000 per acre per year to nearly $1,500 per year.  The spread of this insidious disease is putting the state’s $9.3 billion citrus industry, the ancillary businesses that rely on it and its 76,000 jobs at risk.
Future: There is no doubt the disease has the ability to devastate the Florida citrus industry if it is allowed to spread without resistance.  Giving any timeframes is difficult because of the uncertainty of scientific breakthroughs and growers’ level of action to combat the disease.  The citrus industry currently encompasses 577,000 which is down 31 percent from 832,000 acres in 2000. The severe decrease is due to hurricane damage, development pressure and citrus canker, another devastating disease.  HLB must now be factored into the equation.   Some long-term estimates have the Florida orange crop dipping to 140 million boxes if HLB spreads unchecked in the next 10 years.  This could have a pronounced impact on the ability of some growers to continue farming citrus. If we lose too much production we will lose the manufacturing (juice production) base and we will not get it back. But HLB is not just a Florida issue, it is a national problem. The disease is likely to spread similarly if introduced into other citrus producing states such as California, Texas and Arizona (the psyllid has been found in Mexico) and thus the potential impact to the entire US citrus industry is even greater.  There is a great need for a coordinated, multi-agency national effort to defeat HLB.
