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PLANT DISEASES___________
White Pine Decline
Did your white pine suddenly turn brown and die?
Was it an established tree? Do other white pines near-
by appear healthy? You are not alone. This condition,
dubbed white pine decline, usually becomes evident
each year following a period of hot weather. With the
early-season high temperatures in Illinois already this
year, white pine decline has become evident.

Symptoms vary but generally include some pattern
of needle yellowing or browning, shriveled bark on
branches or trunk, sap exudate on branches, and, in
some cases, death of the tree. Affected trees have
ranged in size from 2 feet to more than 20 feet. Keep
in mind, however, that this is a problem on established
trees rather than new transplants.

The Plant Clinic staff has assayed samples for the
presence of pinewood nematodes; cultured for fungal
pathogens of needles, stems, and roots; and inspected
for insect infestations or injuries. The common factor
seems to be root decline. Few live white roots have
been found, but fungal pathogens cannot be correlated
with poor rooting. It appears that roots are on the de-
cline for other reasons. Some possibilities include
heat, drought, flooding, deep planting, and sudden ex-
tremes in temperature and moisture.

White pines are understory trees that thrive in the
cool, moist, well-drained soils of Wisconsin although
they grow with intermittent success in Illinois. Many
problem trees we have seen in Illinois have been situ-
ated on clay sites or exposed to the elements (planted
in new housing developments or used as windbreaks).
It is also likely that site stress has contributed to their
decline. Excessive rains of recent springs may have
contributed to root injury and decline by saturating the
soil and reducing soil oxygen.

Look for more white pine problems this year. If
roots were injured as we are suggesting, they will not
be able to absorb enough water in drought-stress situa-
tions. Watering helps, as does the use of natural mulch
over the root system; but without adequate root mass,
plants are not able to use the available water quickly
enough to replace what the foliage uses. The result is
sudden browning or off-color needles and death of
branches.

Because these problems in white pine are not usu-
ally the result of an infectious disease, immediate re-
moval of the tree is not necessary. Instead, try to keep
the tree watered and see how it responds. Also, try dig-
ging into a bit of the root system for a better picture of
the situation. If roots are brown in cross section and
the outer layer easily pulls off or is not present, then
root injury has occurred. If the roots are white and
healthy, then the problem is above ground and our
theory is wrong, at least in your case. Check the base
of the tree for injury. Dig a few inches below ground
around the trunk to be certain the first major root is
near the soil surface: This indicates the tree was
planted at the correct depth. Make certain there are no
girdling roots or mechanical barriers to trunk growth.

Another factor that may be involved in Illinois is
soil pH. Our soils have a fairly high pH level, whereas
pines prefer more acidic soils. Have the soil pH level
tested by a soil-testing lab. It may be helpful to fertilize
with an acidic fertilizer specifically packaged for pines
or acid-loving plants. Follow the directions so as not to
burn the roots by applying too much fertilizer. Fertili-
zation is usually recommended in early spring or late
fall. (Nancy Pataky)

Rose Downy Mildew
Most rosarians know powdery mildew symptoms. An
unrelated mildew called downy mildew (Peronospora
sparsa) causes much more damage to roses and has
been spotted already this year in some Plant Clinic
samples. The affected plants had been shipped into
Illinois from out of state. The take-home message is
to check rose purchases carefully for this disease.

Downy mildew symptoms on rose include lesions
on the leaves, stems, and flowers. The leaf lesions
appear purplish to brown, blocky, and are often accom-
panied by yellowing of surrounding tissues. Severe
defoliation may occur as a result of infection. The
symptoms are suggestive of chemical injury or possi-
bly nutrient stress. The downy mildew fungus forms a
downy mass of spores on the underside of leaf lesions.
This downy growth is difficult to see without a hand
lens or microscope. The fungus thrives in cool, humid
(85% relative humidity) conditions. The optimum tem-
perature for rose downy mildew is 64°F. Spores form
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more readily in cool, humid conditions. Once condi-
tions turn warm and dry, the disease is kept in check
until the next period of cool, humid weather.

Examine new roses carefully before purchase. Do
not buy plants with these lesions. The fungus affects
newest growth first and is easily spread by wind-
blown spores. If established plants are infected, there
are chemicals available to control the fungus. Many
options are listed in the 2003 Commercial Landscape
and Turfgrass Pest Management Handbook, as well as
the Home, Yard, and Garden Pest Guide. These prod-
ucts are listed as preventives and work best before the
disease is established. Be sure to get thorough cover-
age of the foliage, especially the underside of leaves.
Because the fungus survives on infected plant parts,
remove infected tissue from the site. Place tissue
directly into a plastic bag and seal it before moving
through the garden. (Nancy Pataky)

Rhizosphaera Needle Cast of Spruce Note
Many spruce samples have been submitted to the Plant
Clinic this season with healthy-appearing new growth
but brown to purple one-year-old needles. Samples
have been infected with Rhizosphaera needle cast.
Although the disease may not kill your spruce, it cer-
tainly causes needle loss that will not be replaced.
Repeated infection can kill entire limbs. Both cultural
and fungicide treatments can help manage this disease.
Refer to issue no. 2 of this newsletter and consider
sending a sample to the Plant Clinic for diagnosis,
http://plantclinic.cropsci.uiuc.edu/. The lab test re-
quires an overnight incubation, but culturing is not
necessary. (Nancy Pataky)

Which Needle Diseases Need Attention?
Pines are beginning to show some healthy new growth
in Illinois. If you have seen spotting or blighting of
older needles in the past, you might need to take action
now to protect the healthy new growth. Here is some
information on common Illinois pine needle diseases.
You can get more from Report on Plant Disease, no.
624, “Needle Blights and Needle Casts of Pines.”  This
report is available on the Web at http://www.ag.uiuc.
edu/%7Evista/horticul.htm or in your local Exten-
sion office. Needle cast usually refers to diseases that
cause needles to drop early. Needle blights cause
death of needles and stems and allow brown tissue to
remain attached to the stem for at least part of the
growing season, giving the blighted look.

Two of the most common look-alike needle blights
of pine are Dothistroma and brown spot. Both are
caused by fungi that thrive in wet weather; and both
prefer succulent new growth. Scout now for these

diseases. You will definitely have some trouble telling
the two apart, but the following should help.

Dothistroma needle blight occurs most often on
Austrian pine in Illinois. The fact that Scotch pine and
red pine are resistant makes diagnosis much easier.
Dothistroma causes reddish brown spots and bands on
the needles, with infection most intense in the lower
part of the tree. As the disease progresses, needle tips
turn brown and fall, leaving the live, green needle base.
Early defoliation may occur in spring and summer. Do
not confuse these symptoms with salt burn or scorch,
which causes needle tips to turn brown on the exposed
side of the tree. Dothistroma is worse in more humid
areas of the tree and shows definite spots and bands on
the needles, not just brown tips. The pattern of infec-
tion helps considerably in diagnosis.

Brown spot needle blight appears nearly identical to
Dothistroma blight. Because chemical options differ,
you do need to distinguish between the two. Brown
spot infects Scotch pine most readily in Illinois. Scotch
pine is resistant to Dothistroma.

In both cases, cultural controls to promote more
rapid drying of foliage may help. Suggestions are to
prune overgrown plants in the area, control weeds, and
use proper plant spacings at the time of planting.

Fungicides may be used to prevent infection of new
growth, especially on trees with chronic needle blight.
Choices are listed in the Illinois pest management
guides. Look at the end of the disease chapters for in-
formation on mobility of the chemicals listed. Applica-
tions of fungicides are made when needles are half
grown and again 30 days later.

In the home landscape, some control may be at-
tained by removing fallen needles and helping tree
vitality through fertilization and watering practices.
For both of these fungal needle blights, control mea-
sures are most successful when cultural controls are
begun as soon as the disease is identified, with chemi-
cal controls started the following spring. For more
information on pine needle blights, consult Report on
Plant Disease, no. 624, available in Extension offices
or on the Extension Vista Web site.

Sphaeropsis blight may be the most common pine
blight in Illinois. The disease affects needles, stems,
and cones, causing tip blight, branch death, and severe
aesthetic decline of an infected tree. Sphaeropsis was
discussed in issue no. 3 of this newsletter.

Two needle cast diseases we see in Illinois are
Cyclaneusma needle cast and Lophodermium
needle cast. The first is primarily a problem on Scotch
pine. The latter infects Austrian, red, and Scotch pines.
Neither is a big problem on landscape pines in Illinois
but can be problems in Christmas tree plantations.
(Nancy Pataky)
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INSECTS___________________
Scouting Watch
Periodical cicadas should emerge in Vermilion, Clark,
Edgar, and the northeastern portion of Champaign
counties during the last week of May. Emergence will
also occur at the same time throughout Indiana. Al-
though the singing of the cicada males will be very
noticeable, egg-laying damage to plants will not begin
until about the middle of June; so there is still time to
pro-tect young trees. Loosely wrap the trunks of trees
with trunk diameters of less than 1-1/2 inches with
window screening or nylon netting to keep the insects
from laying eggs into the trunk. Numerous twigs will
be damaged on mature trees and shrubs, but no control
is recommended as the damage is temporary.

Gypsy moth caterpillars are being treated during
the third and fourth weeks of May in northeastern
Illinois. This is part of the “Slow the Spread”  program
conducted by the Illinois Department of Agriculture
and USDA–APHIS. Two treatments are applied, typi-
cally by helicopter, about one week apart to attempt
local eradication of these insects. This is also an excel-
lent time to treat to prevent damage in Lake County
and other locations where this state and federal pro-
gram is not treating gypsy moth infestations.

Lilac/ash borer male moth catches in pheromone
traps at the Morton Arboretum in northeastern Illinois
appear to be nearing their peak. Once peak moth catch
occurs, treatment with permethrin is recommended
2 weeks later to obtain the most effective control of
young larvae before they can enter the tree.

Euonymus scale crawlers and eastern tent cater-
pillar have also been found at the Morton Arboretum.
So this is the time to control these two pests in north-
ern Illinois.

Roseslug is feeding on roses throughout the state.
These sawfly larvae are covered in their early larval
stages with a slime that makes them look similar to
slugs. They are usually 1/4 to 1/2 inch long. Young
larvae eat through the epidermis and mesophyll of the
leaf, leaving one epidermis intact that is initially whit-
ish but soon turns brown. Older larvae eat holes
through the leaves and feed from the edges. These
insects are effectively controlled by acephate
(Orthene), cyfluthrin (Tempo), permethrin (Astro), and
other insecticides labeled for roses. (Phil Nixon)

Black Vine Weevil
Black vine weevil, also called Taxus weevil, is most
effectively managed by controlling the adults soon
after emergence. This occurs when Vanhoutte spirea
finishes bloom, which is occurring in central Illinois

and is about to occur in northern Illinois. Treatment
should still be effective in southern Illinois.

Black vine weevil larvae feed on the roots of yew
(Taxus), strawberry, hemlock, rhododendron, and other
plants. They tunnel through larger roots and eat smaller
ones. This root pruning results in a slow-growing
nursery plant and may kill the plant in severe infesta-
tions. Slower-growing plants in a nursery are a liability
because they delay realized income from sales and take
up acreage that could be used for growing more plants.
Black vine weevils are common in landscape situations
but usually do not cause decline of the plant. Although
declining or dead landscape plants usually have a
reduced root system due to larval feeding, nearby
plants in good health have similar root injury. Typically,
declining plants are due to additional stresses, such as
too much water or compacted soil, with these plants
frequently being near a downspout or footpath.

Fully grown larvae are about 3/8 inch long, thick-
bodied, white, and legless. They pupate underground
close to the soil surface and emerge as charcoal black,
3/8-inch, hard-shelled beetles with scattered yellowish
spots on the wing covers. The head is elongated into a
broad muzzle. Adults hide in debris below the shrub
during the day, emerging to feed on the leaves at night.
Only females are known of this insect, but they have to
feed for 2 to 3 weeks before they are able to lay eggs.

While feeding on euonymus, yew, and other plant
leaves, they are susceptible to insecticide applications.
Damage on the leaves appears as notches on leaf mar-
gins. In yew, most damaged leaves are those inside the
shaded canopy rather than on the surface, so you have
to look inside the canopy to detect damage. Insecticides
recommended for the adults are acephate (Orthene), bi-
fenthrin (Talstar), and cyfluthrin (Tempo). The foliage
should be sprayed thoroughly, allowing a significant
amount to fall to the ground beneath the plant, where
additional control will be obtained on the hiding
beetles. (Phil Nixon)

Flatheaded Appletree and Roundheaded
Appletree Borer
This is the time of year in which problems can occur in
nurseries and landscapes from the flatheaded appletree
borer (Chrysobothris femorata) and/or the round-
headed appletree borer (Saperda candida). Both are
wood-boring beetles (Order: Coleoptera) that attack a
wide range of trees and shrubs, preferring plants in the
rose family (Rosaceae), such as crabapple, cotoneaster,
hawthorn, mountain ash, pyracantha, and quince.
Young maples (Acer spp.) are highly susceptible to
both borers. Flat-headed and roundheaded appletree
borers are opportunistic, tending to attack damaged or
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dying trees, or newly transplanted trees and shrubs.
These borers rarely attack healthy, vigorously growing
trees and shrubs. Adult beetles, which feed on fruit,
bark, and leaves, may infest plants growing in nurser-
ies and landscapes.

Flatheaded appletree borer adults are typically 12
mm in length, metallic in appearance, and vary in
color from brown to gray. Roundheaded appletree
borer adults are about 24 mm long and are gray, with
black stripes on the wing covers. Adult females of both
species lay single eggs in the crevices or slits in the
bark, typically near the base of trees and shrubs. The
eggs hatch into legless, creamy white larvae that are
3 to 4 mm long. The larvae bore through the bark into
the cambium and then move up and down the plant—
feeding within the sapwood. The larvae, which are
25 mm long when full grown, produce long, winding,
tortuous tunnels that can girdle and kill large branches
and young trees. Larval activity can be easily detected
by the white sap flowing from cracks in the bark.
Eventually, the larvae bore into the heartwood to pu-
pate. When flatheaded appletree borer adults emerge,
they leave a D-shaped hole, whereas holes from round-
headed appletree borer adult emergence are round. The
adult females of both species generally emerge in late
spring to early summer and may live up to 40 days.
Flatheaded appletree borer has one generation per
year, whereas the roundheaded appletree borer takes
2 to 3 years to complete its life cycle.

As with all wood-boring insects, the best way to
minimize or reduce problems is to avoid stress by
maintaining plant health. Trees and shrubs that are
properly watered, fertilized, mulched, and pruned are
less susceptible to attack from both borers. Remove
any dead wood from trees and shrubs, as this provides

potential entry sites for the borers. Also, don’ t store
freshly cut wood near plants because adult beetles that
emerge can attack nearby trees and shrubs. A horticul-
tural wrap of paper or burlap may be useful in protect-
ing young trees and shrubs. In nurseries, clean cultiva-
tion, removing grassy weeds by mowing, or using a
postemergent herbicide such as glyphosate (Roundup),
glufosinate-ammonium (Finale), diquat dibromide
(Reward), or pelargonic acid (Scythe) may reduce
problems with both species.

The primary insecticide recommended for control-
ling both borer species is imidacloprid (Merit). Imida-
cloprid (Merit) is a systemic insecticide, so applications
must to be made early enough (May to early June) that
the active ingredient is present in the plant tissues when
the larvae initiate tunneling beneath the bark. This
results in the larvae being killed before they cause any
plant injury. The insecticide does not provide control if
plants are stressed. (Raymond A. Cloyd)


