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Overview and History of the Carolinas Beach Vitex Task Force – An Interagency Partnership in Action.
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Introduction.  
Beach Vitex (Vitex rotundifolia) is a woody vine that is native to the Pacific Rim. In the mid-1980s, Beach Vitex was imported by the North Carolina State University Arboretum from the beaches of Korea for use as a beach stabilization plant in the southeastern United States.  It was planted for erosion control on South Carolina beaches in the early 1990s in response to the devastation caused by Hurricane Hugo.
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By the mid- to late 1990s,Tommy Socha, a dune restoration specialist with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in Charleston, South Carolina, began to notice Beach Vitex spreading from landscape plantings on beaches along the South Carolina coast, crowding out native species like Sea Oats (Uniola paniculata) and Sea Beach Amaranth (Amaranthus pumilus).  Tommy was very concerned about the ultimate impact of Beach Vitex on multi-million dollar Corps Dune Restoration Projects along the Carolina coast.  
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Why is Beach Vitex a Problem?
Unlike native Sea Oats which has fibrous roots that help anchor sand dunes against storm waves, Beach Vitex has long tap roots that anchor the plant itself during major storm events, but do little to help protect the dunes against erosion.  In addition, Beach Vitex is a low profile plant with a tight canopy of leaves.  For this reason, Beach Vitex does not trap wind-blown sand (and thus continually build up 
sand dunes) as efficiently as tall native grasses like Sea Oats.  Without constant renourishment from wind-blown sand, infested sand dunes are much more susceptible to erosion than dunes populated with native dune species.

Citizen Scientists Speak Out About Beach Vitex.  In 2003, after watching the spread of large plantings as well as the appearance of numerous seedlings of Beach Vitex on the beaches of Georgetown County, South Carolina, Betsy Brabson and other volunteers with the South Carolina United Turtle Enthusiasts (SCUTE) began expressing concerns about the possible impacts of the plant on native dune plants, as well as loggerhead sea turtle nesting habitat and behavior. 

Establishment of the South Carolina Beach Vitex Task Force.  In the fall of 2003, after contacting a number of state and local agencies, SCUTE volunteers collaborated with the U.S. Geological Survey to host the first U.S. Beach Vitex Symposium at the Belle W. Baruch Institute near Georgetown, South Carolina.  At that meeting in early November, 2003, which was attended by a number of concerned citizens, the local press, as well as representatives from federal, state, and local agencies and organizations, several topics were discussed.  This included the potential impact of the plant on dune ecosystems, on multi-million dollar beach restoration projects along the Carolina coast by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, and ultimately the impact on property values in affected communities.  Following the symposium, an interagency partnership - the South Carolina Beach Vitex Task Force - was organized to address the problem.  In 2004, the task force received a grant of $47,000 from the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation to assist in the effort.
Establishment of the Carolinas Beach Vitex Task Force.  In the spring of 2005, a meeting was held in Wilmington, North Carolina, to discuss the impact of Beach Vitex on coastal communities in the Tarheel State.  At that time, it was clear that a bi-state effort would be needed to address the problem.  As a result, the Carolinas Beach Vitex Task Force was established to help coordinate efforts to address the plant in both states.  
Since 2003, the South Carolina Task Force has been coordinated by Betsy Brabson, a sea turtle volunteer from Georgetown.  Efforts in North Carolina have been coordinated by David Nash, a dune restoration specialist with the New Hanover County Cooperative Extension Service, with assistance from Dale Suiter, an Endangered Species Biologist with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in Raleigh.  The effort in North Carolina is now being coordinated by Melanie Doyle, a Horticulturalist with the Ft. Fisher Aquarium in Carolina Beach, with assistance from Dale Suiter.
Principal partners (lead agencies and organizations) in the Carolinas Beach Vitex Task Force include:

· SC Sea Turtle Network Volunteers; NC Sea Turtle Network Volunteers
· Clemson University, University of South Carolina, NC State University

· SC Department of Natural Resources, NC Department of Environment and Natural Resources
· SC State Parks System, NC State Parks System
· North Carolina Department of Agriculture

· Ft. Fisher Aquarium in Carolina Beach, NC
· South Carolina Nursery & Landscape Association

· SC Native Plant Society, NC Native Plant Society
· SC Exotic Pest Plant Council, NC Exotic Pest Plant Council
· BASF Corporation

· Belle W. Baruch Foundation

· Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation

· Town of Pawleys Island, SC
· U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Geological Survey, Winyah Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve (NOAA), U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service
The project also includes numerous cooperators (home owners, municipalities, counties) that own or manage properties in coastal communities that are infested with Beach Vitex (i.e., impacted and potential stakeholders).
Beach Vitex in South Carolina.  Since the establishment of the Beach Vitex Task Force in 2003, the South Carolina project has been organized into three phases with a number of specific objectives and support elements.  These include:
Phase 1 – Task Force Establishment and Organization
· Interagency Coordination - Task Force Organization and Planning 

· Annual Work Plan, Annual Symposium, Winter and Summer Planning Meetings

· Early Detection and Reporting

· Volunteer Recruitment and Training 
· Seedling Detection and Removal on Public Beaches
· Documentation and Reporting of Landscape Plantings of Beach Vitex along the Carolina Coast
· Data Archival – Creation of a Beach Vitex Distribution Database
· Currently, the Beach Vitex Database includes information on 555 confirmed infestations in coastal communities in both states combined
· Information and Public Outreach 

· Numerous Seminars, Lectures, Articles, Interviews

· Task Force Website (WWW.BEACHVITEX.ORG)  
· Control and Restoration

· Development of biologically sound eradication and restoration methods on four infested sites in Georgetown County, SC, by Clemson University Researchers
· Regulatory Framework

· A numerous of local ordinances have been passed by municipalities to prohibit further sale and planting of Beach Vitex along the South Carolina coast, including Pawleys Island, Georgetown County, Isle of Palms, Folly Beach, Kiawah Island, Dewees Island, Town of Edisto Beach
· A Beach Vitex Weed Risk Assessment was completed by the U.S. Geological Survey in 2005-2006.
· The WRA was submitted to USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service for consideration in listing Beach Vitex as a Federal Noxious Weed in 2006
· The WRA was submitted to the Clemson University Plant Industry Department for consideration in listing Beach Vitex as a State Noxious Weed in South Carolina in 2007
· Phase 1 Funding
· Pulling Together Initiative (PTI) Grants – National Fish & Wildlife Foundation (NFWF)
· 2004 - 2005 ($47,000)

· 2005 - 2006 ($40,000)

· 2006 - 2007($40,000)

· 2007 – 2008 ($40,000)

· 2008 - 2009 ($40,000)
Phase 2 - Large Scale Eradication and Restoration Demonstration.  Until his retirement in March, 2008, Phase 2 of the South Carolina effort was led by Dr. Chuck Gresham, a Forest Ecologist with Clemson University, at the Bell W. Baruch Institute in Georgetown, South Carolina.  In this phase, Dr. Gresham expanded his eradication/restoration research that was initiated on four infested sites under Phase 1, to include eradication and restoration efforts on 75 infested sites in Georgetown and Horry Counties, South Carolina. The most effective method of control includes a directed application of the herbicide imazapyr (Trade Name – Habitat®) which is produced by BASF, Inc.  In the first summer or fall of treatment effort, Habitat is applied to hacked stems of Beach Vitex to ensure effective penetration of the active ingredient of the compound.  After this, treated plants are left in place over the winter to help anchor the dune against winter storms, and to permit complete translocation of the chemical throughout the plant.  In the spring of the second year, the treated (now completely dead) Beach Vitex plants are cut back to the dune surface, and native dune plants [primarily Sea Oats and Bitter Panicum (Panicum amarum)] are replanted and fertilized.  While this is a very labor intensive method (a 1.6 acre infestation required 200 man hours to treat), it is 99% effective in eradicating Beach Vitex from a site and restoring it with native dune plants**.  As of April, 2008, Dr. Gresham and his field crew had eradicated most confirmed Beach Vitex north of Winyah Bay, up to the North Carolina state line.  
** NOTE: It is essential that treated areas be monitored for regrowth and promptly treated again to ensure total eradication.  

Phase 2 of the South Carolina project has been supported by the following grants:

2006-2007:  $133,005 Grant – National Fish and Wildlife Foundation (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service - Savannah-Santee-Pee Dee Ecosystem Team).

2007-2008:  $135,000.00 Private Stewardship Grant – U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
2007:  $50,000 Grant – USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, Columbia, S.C. 

2007:  $25,000 Grant – Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation, Chicago, IL

2008:  $15,000 Grant – Town of Pawleys Island, S.C.
Phase 3 – Final Eradication of Beach Vitex from the South Carolina Coast.  Under Phase 3, pending the availability of funding, remaining populations along the South Carolina Coast (primarily south of Winyah Bay) will be eradicated.  If federal funding is secured, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is expected to take a leading operational role in completing the South Carolina project under its Coastal Program.  

Also, under Phase 3, efforts will be made to expand local ordinances against planting of Beach Vitex in communities along the South Carolina Coast.  Finally, additional efforts will be made to encourage the listing of Beach Vitex as a State Noxious Weed (By the Clemson University Plant Industry Department), and as a Federal Noxious Weed (by USDA APHIS).
Beach Vitex in North Carolina.  Since the Carolinas Beach Vitex Task Force was established in 2005, principal partners have made substantial progress in starting to address the problem in the Tarheel State.  
· Task Force Partners have worked with project cooperators to document landscape plantings of Beach Vitex in all coastal communities (now included in the Task Force Database).  Task Force partners and cooperators continue to survey to document all infestations of the plant along the North Carolina coast.
· Task Force Coordinators have developed a work plan to guide partner and cooperator activities.

· There has been progress in setting up a regulatory framework to prevent further sale and planting of Beach Vitex in coastal communities of the state. 
· A number of municipalities have passed ordinances against further sale and planting of Beach Vitex along the North Carolina Coast, including Baldhead Island, Ocean Isle Beach, Caswell Beach, Pine Knoll Shores, North Topsail Beach, and Topsail Island.
· In the spring of 2007, the Weed Risk Assessment that was completed by the U.S. Geological Survey, was submitted to the North Carolina Department of Agriculture (NCDA) for consideration in listing Beach Vitex as a State Noxious Weed in North Carolina.  NCDA is moving forward with the listing process.  
· In the fall of 2007, the Raleigh office of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, received a $128,500.00 Keystone Grant from the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation to eradicate Beach Vitex from North Carolina beaches.  Project coordinators are expecting to begin control and restoration efforts in cooperation with impacted communities (cooperators) in the fall of 2008.  
Conclusions.  Over the past 100 years, a Federal/State Crop Protection System has been developed to protect and enhance food and fiber production in the United States.  In this system, new invasive species (e.g., foot and mouth disease, karnal bunt, and gypsy moth) that have a direct and measurable impact on economically important food and fiber production industries (e.g., cattle, grain, forestry), can often be effectively addressed by a very small number of partners – e.g., the U.S. Department of Agriculture, cooperating State Departments of Agriculture, and the affected industry.  However, single agencies seldom have the authority, expertise, or resources to mount and sustain programs to address new invasive species of natural areas such as Beach Vitex.  Therefore, experience has shown that it is often much more effective to establish a task force of principal partners and cooperators to address them.  
The Carolinas Beach Vitex Task Force is a good example of this new trend in invasive species management in action – interagency partnering.  This collaborative, consensus building process that brings principal partners (lead agencies and organizations) and  cooperators (impacted and potential stakeholders) together around a common cause, is the best approach (and hope) for addressing new invasive species that threaten the biological and natural resources of the United States.  Lessons learned in the Beach Vitex project will provide valuable guidance in forming similar partnerships to address other new invasive species problems around the country and elsewhere in the world.   
NOTE:  The Carolinas Beach Vitex Task Force is recognized nationally as a model interagency partnership.  In February, 2008, the Task Force was given the National Community Spirit Award by the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation (NFWF) at the 9th annual National Invasive Weed Awareness Week in Washington, D.C.  In March, 2008, the South Carolina project which was approved for a fifth and final year of funding, received the highest score of all 94 grant proposals submitted for consideration under the NFWF Pulling Together Initiative Grant Program.  In May, 2008, Betsy Brabson, the South Carolina Coordinator of the Carolinas Beach Vitex Task Force, will receive the 2007 U.S. Fish and Wildlife’s Southeast Region Conservation Award in Atlanta, Georgia. 
