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GAGLIANO DEL CAPO, Italy: Working in an arid Italian
field of crumbly soil, agronomists are battling a rampant
bacterium that has already infected millions of olive trees
and could threaten the entire Mediterranean basin. Xylella
fastidiosa, which has no known cure, has devastated
ancient olive trees in Italy’s southern Apulia region and
beyond, causing 1.2 billion euros of damage to the world’s
second olive oil exporter after Spain.

Since 2013, the disease has torn through Apulia’s olive
groves, leaving thousands of skeleton-like trees in its wake,
and little hope for farmers. Once Xylella fastidiosa bacte-
ria-carried by tiny sap-sucking insects known as spittle-
bugs-take hold, blocking the tree’s ability to absorb water,
the plant is doomed.

Bureaucracy and mafia
The only way to fight the spread of the disease, known

as “olive tree leprosy”, is to destroy diseased trees, but
farmers must seek special permission and say the authori-
ties are not always forthcoming. Doubtful of conspiracy
theories that the mafia are killing trees to make way for
hotel construction, agronomist Pierfederico La Notte
noticed that some trees seemed not to become infected,
standing tall and green in otherwise devastated fields.

Suspecting that they may be resistant varieties that can
develop the disease to a small degree but continue to
grow and flower, the soft-spoken researcher rapidly iden-
tified two that appeared to suffer little from Xylella. “The
Leccino and Favolosa varieties are a starting point, not the
finish line,” said La Notte, who works for Italy’s National
Research Council.

“We hope, and we’re working on it, to find a much big-
ger number of resistant varieties,” said La Notte, teaching

visiting Egyptian agronomists in a research field outside
the ancient town of Gallipoli. Results so far are promising.
Branches from resistant varieties that are grafted onto the
trunks of sick trees are growing perfectly and even pro-
ducing fruit, offering a glimmer of hope to the devastated
region in the heel of Italy’s boot.

Immunity?   
Down the road in the heavily agriculture-dependent

region, agronomist and olive oil producer Giovanni
Melcarne has lost 90 percent of his plants since Xylella
arrived, and he is seeking an even better solution: immune
varieties of olive tree. While much of his machinery for
olive cultivation now lies dormant, he has built an impro-
vised greenhouse, filled with dozens of small olive saplings,
among which he hopes to find at least one immune variety.

“We will infect them with the illness, we will contami-
nate them with the insects that transmit the illness so we
have scientific proof that this plant, this indigenous variety
that we could cultivate, doesn’t catch the disease and so is
immune,” Melcarne said, carefully labelling a batch of olive
saplings. But it will be at least another year before the
results are known, given the slowness with which the dis-
ease will become visible after infection, something that has
helped it spread invisibly, and rapidly.

Drones using infrared cameras can help detect the
infection marginally earlier, but the disease’s progress is
relentless. Known in the United States as Pierce’s disease,
it devastated California vineyards in the late 19th century.
The European Commission describes Xylella as “one of
the most dangerous plant bacteria worldwide, causing a
variety of diseases, with huge economic impact for agri-
culture, public gardens and the environment.” Since it

arrived in the Apulia region in 2013, probably from Costa
Rica according to the Italian farmers’ union Coldiretti, the
microscopic pathogen has killed more than a million olive
trees in Italy.

Coldiretti said earlier this month that Xylella has infected
21 million trees, and is “spreading inexorably north at a
speed of more than two kilometers a month”, leaving behind

it “a ghostly landscape”. The bug has also attacked orchards
in Spain, France and now Iran. Both Greece and Portugal are
bracing for its likely arrival.  Some 350 plants are vulnerable,
including grape vines, citrus and almond trees.

Scientists say there is a real risk the disease will spread
to the entire Mediterranean basin, where olive oil is a sta-
ple in the diet and vital to the economy. —AFP

Southern white rhino 
born at US zoo, could 
help save species
LOS ANGELES: A southern white rhino conceived
through artificial insemination was born at the San Diego
Zoo in what was called a historic milestone that could
help save a subspecies from extinction. The calf was born
on Sunday and the mother named Victoria remained calm
during the 30-minute labor, zoo officials said in a state-
ment. “We are so pleased Victoria and the calf are doing

well,” said Barbara Durrant, the director of Reproductive
Sciences at the zoo. “She is very attentive to her baby, and
the calf is up and walking, and nursing frequently. 

“Not only are we thankful for a healthy calf, but this
birth is significant, as it also represents a critical step in our
effort to save the northern white rhino from the brink of
extinction.” The birth marks the first successful artificial
insemination birth of a southern white rhino in North
America. Victoria was inseminated with frozen semen from
a southern white rhino named Maoto in March of last year
and carried her calf for 493 days.

The successful birth has raised hopes that artificial
insemination could help efforts to genetically recover the
northern white rhino, a distant subspecies of the southern
white rhino. Only two northern white rhinos remain on Earth
and both are female. The last male died last year. There are

an estimated 18,000 southern wild rhinos remaining in the
wild but the species is also being decimated by poachers in
South Africa at a rate of one every eight hours.

The San Diego zoo currently has six female southern
white rhinos, which were relocated to the zoo’s Safari Park
from private reserves in Southern Africa in 2015. Scientists
hope the animals could potentially serve as future surro-
gate mothers for a northern white rhino.  “There are many
challenges ahead, but researchers are optimistic that a
northern white rhino calf could be born from these
processes within 10 to 20 years,” zoo officials said.

As to Victoria and her calf, they will remain off-limits
to visitors for the time being to allow them to bond. And
the newborn can expect a playmate in the near future as
another rhino impregnated through artificial insemination
is due to give birth in September or October. — AFP 

Glimmer of hope as Italy 
battles ‘olive tree leprosy’

Resistant varieties continue to grow and flower

RACALE, Italy: This aerial picture near Racale in the Salento peninsula, in Apuglia, southern Italy, shows two vari-
eties of olive trees, some infected, left, with a disease called Xylella fastidiosa, a bacteria carried from tree to tree
by a little bug, and some resisting the infection, right. — AFP

CALIFORNIA: In this image courtesy of the San Diego Zoo,
a day-old southern white rhino calf stands on its wobbly
legs at the Nikita Kahn Rhino Rescue Center at the San
Diego Zoo Safari Park, in Escondido, California. — AFP 


