9 January 2007

Beech at Heysham

Response of Dr Joan Webber, Principal Plant Pathologist,  Forest Research Agency :

"In answer to the first question, if indeed the trees were infected or

suspected of being infected with Phytophthora kernoviae (or Phytophthora ramorum - cause of Sudden Oak Death), as both these agents are quarantine pathogens then the trees should be notified to the Forestry Commission Plant Health Service which has overall policy and legislative responsibility for all aspects of P. kernoviae and P. ramorum relating to trees.

However, in the case that is described it is highly unlikely that the

beech trees are affected by either of these quarantine pathogens.  So far, P. kernoviae has only been found infecting trees in Cornwall and the total number of affected beech trees consists of fewer than 60.

There have also been findings of P. kernoviae in a nursery in Cheshire, in a few locations in south Wales and on a single plant in a garden in Cumbria, but these have all consisted of infected rhododendrons.

Further information about P. kernoviae infected plants is given on the Forestry Commission website

http://www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-66jlgb
In Cornwall where the P. kernoviae infected trees have been found, it is clear that trees only become infected when they are in very close proximity (a distance of 5m or less) to infected rhododendrons. Therefore, unless rhododendrons with P. kernoviae foliage infections have been found close to the beech trees (the rhododendrons act as the carriers of the disease) then some other agent will be responsible for the disease symptoms that are apparent on the trees.

Without more information it is difficult to give more specific advice about the trees, especially as the symptoms that are visible on the trees are not described.  If the symptoms include bleeding on the trunk and/or root flares which I assume must have been the case for the initial diagnosis of P. kernoviae, then a number of agents may be the cause including honey fungus (Armillaria) and non-quarantine Phytophthora species such as Phytophthora cambivora.  If the latter, then affected trees usually recover from episodes of infection, and felling is not required.   I note that the Tree Advice Trust has inspected the trees and suggests the trees are not a cause for immediate concern, which suggests to me that the application to fell the trees should be treated with some caution."

