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Insect infestation in forest ecosystems can cause widespread disturbance altering 
the quality and quantity of habitat available to numerous other organisms. The 
dynamics of woodborer infestation of Sonneratia alba Sm. in Kenya, an important 
waterfringing mangrove species, very wide ranging in the Indian and West Pacific 
Oceans, was investigated. The insects responsible for the infestation, the extent 
of infestation along the Kenyan Coast, the infestation mechanism used by the 
insects and the trees’ response to infestation in the mangrove formation were 
studied.  

To know the woodborers infesting S. alba mangroves, emergent insects were 
trapped from infested branches, larvae were reared, and pupae obtained. Two 
woodboring insects were identified: the beetle Bottegia rubra (Cerambycidae, 
Psebiini) and an undescribed genus of a metarbelid moth (Lepidoptera, 
Cossoidea), hence new to science. 

S. alba infestation is spread along the entire coastal strip in Kenya. The infesting 
woodborers had a partial distribution gradient with the metarbelid moth infesting 
mangroves in both northern and southern regions of the Kenyan coast (600 km). 
B. rubra appeared in low density in Gazi Bay and in high density in Mida Creek, 
Kilifi Creek, and Ngomeni, with densities gradually decreasing northwards. The 
infestation spread of this extent and intensity of S. alba infestation in Kenya merits 
mangrove conservation concern.  

In this work, the time it takes each woodborer species to kill a branch, the 
infestation mechanism of the two insect woodborers were documented and the 
role of two ant species (Oecophylla longipoda and a Pheidole sp.) in defending S. 
alba from infestation was hypothesised. The presence of several fungal species 
was also ascertained. 

After infestation by woodborers, the resultant death or recovery of the host 
branches is dependent on the strength and the timeliness of the primary and 
secondary plant defences. The findings highlighted polysaccharide compounds as 
the main compounds that undergo changes due to the infestation. Infested S. alba 
react by increasing the production of phytochemicals as a defence reinforcing 
their cell walls. Branches that were able to timely produce more had a chance to 
recover, those responding slower were overwhelmed by the infestation and died.  

This study has offered information about insect infestation on S. alba mangroves 
in Kenya. While also setting a necessary further research agenda, the information 
contributes to the selection of a conservation strategy to be employed for the 
mangroves in the wider area of East Africa. 
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