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Madame Chair and Members:

Good afternoon.  Thank you for the opportunity to speak today.  

My name is John Rusmisel.  I’m the manager of the Alameda County Mosquito Abatement District.  I am also the Legislative Chair of the Mosquito and Vector Control Association of California.  

Our association represents 53 special districts throughout the state responsible for mosquito abatement, maintenance of surveillance systems to detect West Nile virus and other mosquito borne diseases, and public education programs to let our constituents know how to best protect themselves from disease.   

Simply put, mosquito districts are California’s front-line defense against West Nile virus.

As has been made clear – we can expect that West Nile virus will be a significant health threat in California later this year.  Since West Nile’s arrival in the U.S., mosquito districts and the other public health agencies represented here have done a very good job of working together to prepare for the disease.   We all have an essential role in addressing the West Nile threat.  

To do our part, California mosquito districts employ state-of-the-art control and surveillance measures as sophisticated as any that exist in the world.  

Effective West Nile virus control is absolutely dependent on effective mosquito control.  For many years, our districts have been leaders in implementing integrated pest management programs that seek to first eliminate mosquito-breeding areas and use pesticides only when it is necessary to protect public health.

When we do spray, it is with public health pesticides developed specifically for mosquitoes and with a proven record of safety to the public and the environment.  

To monitor West Nile virus and other mosquito borne diseases – our districts also place hundreds of sentinel chicken flocks throughout the state to help detect disease before humans are infected.  

Every two weeks, the chickens have blood drawn and tested by the Department of Health Services for the presence of antibodies for West Nile and other diseases.  

It was a chicken flock placed by one of our districts that first detected the arrival of West Nile in southern California last fall.  Our districts also collect mosquitoes and mosquito pools from hundreds of locations throughout the state for testing at UC Davis.

If these early warning systems detect disease, we step up our mosquito control measures in the area to help prevent the spread of the disease. 

Through public events, written materials and outreach, mosquito districts also work to educate our constituents about how to best protect themselves from mosquitoes and do their part by eliminating standing water from their property.

While we do much – we believe we could and should be doing more.  We are handcuffed, of course, by limited funding.  Mosquito districts are funded primarily by property taxes.  Like other local governments we lost nearly one-third of our funding to ERAF in the early 1990’s.  The ERAF loss makes for tough choices and results, I’m afraid, in our not being able to do all we should to protect public health.

It is also worth noting that large parts of California – including some large urban areas – are not covered by organized mosquito control.  These areas have the potential to foster West Nile virus and spread the disease to other parts of the state.  

To help address this problem, our association sponsored AB 1454 (Canciamilla) this year.  The bill requires that mosquito control programs undertaken to combat West Nile virus in areas without organized mosquito control must be performed by an existing mosquito control agency or done in direct consultation with DHS.  This is the only way to ensure that control measures are conducted by licensed personnel using sound integrated pest management techniques.  

Needless to say, the state is also struggling financially to meet its obligation to control mosquitoes.  This fall the Department of Fish and Game announced that it could not afford to honor some of its contracts with our local districts for mosquito control on state lands.  They have since rescinded that decision but the outcome is still uncertain.  If the state drops mosquito control on its property – we are looking at potential islands of disease that threaten all of us.

California must also better reconcile our policy of wetlands restoration with our need to control mosquitoes.  Wetlands restoration is obviously very important for waterfowl and other species.  However, if wetlands are not properly managed and funds are not available for mosquito management, they can and do generate mosquito populations that threaten human health.  In the future, wetland managers and mosquito districts must work together to implement best management practices that reduce mosquito populations and reduce the health threat.   

Again, thank you for the opportunity to discuss these important issues.  
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