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A Brief History of 
Common Barberry Eradication 

in Wisconsin,
1918 to 2015



Stem rust (Puccinia graminis) is historically the 
most destructive disease of small grains

1916 stem rust epidemic cut N. American wheat 
yields by 2/3—estimated loss of >200 million 
bushels

Barberry, Wheat and Stem Rust





Common barberry (Berberis vulgaris) is the 
alternate host of stem rust

The association between rusted wheat and 
barberry was noticed as early as the 1600s

Barberry eradication effort was begun in 1918

Barberry, Wheat and Stem Rust





Remove early spring source 
of rust inoculum

Reduce the likelihood of new 
races of rust arising 

Increase the lifespan of 
wheat varieties

Rationale for eradicating 

common barberry



Wine, 

jam, 

dye, 

tool handles,

fencing, 

color

A well-liked 
and useful plant

















Cooperative program between USDA and 
State Departments of Agriculture.

Crews went door-to-door, farm-to-farm, 
throughout the Upper Midwest, urban and 
rural, to find and destroy barberry bushes.

WI Barberry Eradication 1918-1976







By 1934, 350 people were working on barberry 
eradication in Wisconsin

Found bushes at 18,442 properties in the 
state

WI Barberry Eradication 1918-1976



Between 1918 and 1977, Wisconsin crews

found and destroyed

5,782,536
barberry bushes in Wisconsin, 

according to USDA records 



















More that 500 million barberries

were destroyed during the program



UG99, a new, particularly virulent race of 
stem rust was found in North Africa in 1999.

A similar new race could arise here, or 
UG99 could (and probably will) reach the 
U. S.

Is common barberry still a concern?



After all those years (and all that salt), 

how’d they do?

DATCP resurvey work 2009-2014

Random sample of Form L locations



192 sites with no barberry found

5 sites with common barberry 
present

Bushes at all five sites do have rust 
every year

Collections sent to USDA Cereal 
Disease Laboratory for analysis



Farm-Bill funded program to collect, image, 
geocode and georectify all the remaining records 
from the USDA Barberry Eradication Program.

Started on Wisconsin records in 2013.

Returned digitized images in August 2014.

Returned a shapefile of locations in 17 counties in 
Nov. 2014, the rest are still in progress. 

Washington State University/APHIS-CPHST

Developing and Serving a Database of 
Historical Barberry Survey Data



3,584 locations 

Includes Form L data of 
counts,  number of 
resurvey visits



Prioritize barberry survey based upon:

• number of resurvey visits required

• number of bushes originally found

• density per township?

New possibilities for an old survey



Use data to target wheat stem rust survey 

Proximity to historically high barberry counts
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http://www.apsnet.org/publications/apsnetfeatures/Pages/Barberry.aspx


