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have to do much to maintain the beauty of the tree? Are 
there old trees of that species in your area, or do they die 
young? Check out the species online for reported prob-
lems, not just diseases but also insect and environmental 
problems. It is best to check sites that refer to plants in 
your area. Arboretums, botanic gardens, and university 
sites often describe conditions that species prefer. Books 
such as Michael Dirr’s Manual of Woody Landscape Plants 
are invaluable in this regard. A few Web sites with help-
ful information on plant selection include:

http://woodyplants.nres.uiuc.edu/
http://www.mortonarb.org/
http://www.mobot.org/
http://www.chicago-botanic.org/
http://www.chicagolandgrows.org/index.php 

(Nancy R. Pataky) 

Peony Leaf Spot Abounds
This is the season for widespread appearance of leaf 
blotch of peony. You may know it as red spot, measles, 
or some other nickname. A fungus, Cladosporium pae-
oniae, is the pathogen. 
 Symptoms appear about bloom time as small red or 
purple spots on upper leaf surfaces, giving the appear-
ance of measles (to those of you who remember that 
disease). Early symptoms may go unnoticed. These 
spots do not enlarge until the leaves age and become less 
resistant. I find this interesting because usually young 
plant leaves are more susceptible to fungal infection and 
become resistant with age. At this time of year, you may 
see leaves with large purple–brown blotches.
 If you are a gardener and the disease just appeared, 
damage is minimal and management is easy. You need 
to cut back, rake, and remove all aboveground parts 
before new growth resumes in the spring. 
 Commercial growers have a bit of a marketing 
problem when spots like this appear on their plants. 
The close proximity of plants, along with the practice of 
letting tops remain in the field, can allow this disease to 
become a problem. In addition, many red varieties and 
some dwarf varieties are susceptible. The fungus infects 
in warm, wet spring weather. For this reason, fungicides 
may be sprayed in the spring when new growth is 2 to 
4 inches tall and repeated until flowers begin to open. 
Commercial growers can control Botrytis with these 
sprays as well. The fungus overwinters on plant debris, 
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PLAnt DiSeASeS________
A few overlooked tree Selection tips
As we enter the fall tree-planting season, many ask for 
advice on tree selection. Extension has plenty of advice 
in that arena, but I have a few additional tips from the 
viewpoint of a plant pathologist and one with years of 
experience looking at plant problems. 
 My concern has to do with hidden costs, usually as-
sociated with disease or insect management. I would not 
claim that any tree is 100% free of diseases, insects, or 
environmental stress; but there are some that certainly 
have problems in Illinois.
 Take the example of Scotch (Scots) pine. This tree is 
grown in much of the state and often looks remarkably 
well. It is also very susceptible to pine wilt, a disease that 
often hits when the tree has attained a nice size and is 
about 20 years old. Diplodia blight is also a problem. 
Diplodia won’t kill the tree, but you will spend consider-
able time and money keeping dead wood cut out of the 
tree, raking up fallen cones on which the fungus over-
winters, and possibly spraying to protect new growth. 
I do enjoy a healthy Scotch pine, but I also realize the 
possible risk down the road, at least in Illinois.
 River birch has become the replacement tree for 
borer-prone white birch. For a few years, it looked 
wonderful in my backyard. Now, the clay subsoil, poor 
drainage, and alkaline conditions leave my older birch 
with chronic chlorosis. The tree is still alive, but it 
requires extra irrigation and acidic fertilizer to keep it 
healthy—more added, hidden costs. 
 Red maple may have some cultivars that look nice 
in Illinois, but most develop small, chlorotic foliage 
and many aboveground roots by the time the tree is 
about 15 years old. Red maple thrives in wetlands with 
well-drained, loose, slightly acidic soil. Fortunately, it is 
tolerant of many soil types, because ideal conditions do 
not match too many Illinois landscape planting sites.
 Thinking about planting a new tree in your landscape? 
The standard checklist to consider includes cold hardi-
ness, mature size, form, tendancy to drop litter, and 
ornamental features. Here is something more to consider. 
Check around the neighborhood. Look for the trees you 
want to plant. Look for both young and old examples. 
Ask your neighbors how the trees have fared. Do they 



� No. 17 • September 1�, �007

which is why it is so helpful to remove all aboveground 
plant parts before new growth emerges.
 For more information, refer to Report on Plant Disease 
(RPD), no. 631, “Red Spot, Leaf Blotch, or Measles of 
Peonies,” available in Illinois Extension offices or on the 
Web at http://www.ag.uiuc.edu/~vista/abstracts/a631.
html. (Nancy R. Pataky) 

Ash Decline
The Plant Clinic continues to receive ash samples from 
those concerned about poor plant vitality, thinning of 
branches in the canopy, branch tip death, leaf drop, and 
possibly scorch symptoms. 
 One possible cause is ash yellows, but we are not 
equipped to adequately test for this disease at the U of I 
Plant Clinic. It is a problem in Illinois, but one that is 
difficult to quantify because presence of the pathogen is 
difficult to confirm. Ash yellows disease is caused by a 
phytoplasma. These pathogens are somewhat like virus 
particles, cannot be cultured in a lab, and are spread by 
phloem-feeding insects. They are limited to the phloem 
tissue of the tree. Yellows disease is characterized by a loss 
of vigor over 2 to 10 years before the tree dies. Symp-
toms include short internodes and tufting of foliage at 
branch ends. Leaves become pale green to chlorotic (yel-
lowed) and might develop fall colors prematurely. The 
tree may or may not defoliate, but the canopy generally 
appears sparse. Cankers form on both branches and the 
trunk, causing twigs and branches to die back. Witches’-
broom sprouts of growth might appear on some branch-
es but are more common on the trunk near the ground. 
Cracks in the trunk may appear in this area as well. 
 AGDIA, Inc., a private company in Indiana, can 
test for phytoplasmas. Visit www.agdia.com for more 
information and a toll-free 800 number. The cost for 
phytoplasma testing varies with the number of samples 
being tested. The procedure is very time-consuming and 
costly. Turn-around time also affects the cost, so if you 
need results quickly it costs more. For this test, AGDIA 
needs live, thick bark from the base of the tree. The 
sample must include phloem tissues and must be deep 
enough to prevent phloem tissue from drying out. It is 
advised that you call the testing service of choice before 
sending a sample. It is obvious why this disease has not 
been confirmed frequently in Illinois.
 Verticillium wilt of ash occurs in Illinois and has 
been isolated from live, affected petioles. This disease 
is also associated with cankers, dieback, and sometimes 
foliar scorching of ash. The Verticillium fungus can be 
isolated in the lab on traditional agars. The process 
requires 10 to 14 days incubation. 
 Ash decline is a term that is often used loosely by 
many diagnosticians to refer to more than one condi-
tion. Ash decline may involve ash yellows disease or even 

Verticillium wilt, but it is often used to indicate any 
decline of ash for which a single pathogenic cause has 
not been identified. Ash decline usually includes branch 
tip death, defoliation of enough leaves to give the tree a 
sparse look, and a slow decline of the tree over a number 
of years. Scorching is common. Trees with ash decline 
may appear to be recovering each year in the spring and 
then decline in July and August. Keep in mind that 
deep planting, girdling roots, mulch mounds around the 
trunk, soil compaction, root injury, and other common 
landscape problems can contribute to ash decline. 
 There are no cures for any of these maladies of ash. 
Suggested management to slow disease progression 
includes removing trees with severe dieback, watering 
the trees in periods of extended drought lasting at least 
2 weeks, and fertilizing in the fall with a balanced tree 
fertilizer. Removal of dead limbs may help as well. Ash 
trees are very resilient and may respond well to this pam-
pering. In addition, pull mulch away from the trunk and 
keep weed trimmers away as well. (Nancy R. Pataky) 

inSeCtS________________
itch Mite update
The Illinois Department of Public Health (IDPH) 
continues working diligently to identify the species of 
Pyemotes itch mite that caused a rash of bites in north-
eastern Illinois this August. IDPH is working with Dr. 
Ed Zaborski, an Illinois Natural History Survey ento-
mologist specializing in mites, to determine the exact 
species. The genus is confirmed to be Pyemotes, a group 
known to cause dermatitis in humans. Pyemotes mites 
are parasites of insects living in protected locations; bit-
ing of humans is incidental.
 In this group of mites, only males can be identified 
to species; and males make up a very small portion of 
the population. Originally the mite was suspected to 
be the oak leaf gall itch mite, Pyemotes herfsi. Currently, 
specimens are being sent to a second specialist for inde-
pendent verification.
 Because it has been difficult to find oak leaves with 
midge galls, and reports of bites and rashes were coming 
from neighborhoods that had few, if any, oak trees, the 
mites may have built their population on another food 
source. Additionally, during the 2004 Kansas outbreak, 
most oak leaves had midge galls on them, whereas in 
Chicago, far fewer oak leaves had midge galls.
 It is a good possibility the rash of bites is associated 
with the emergence earlier this year of the 17-year pe-
riodical cicada. So far, Pyemotes mites have been found 
only on cicada eggs in northeastern Illinois this sum-
mer. Cicadas lay their eggs in “egg nests” in tree branch-
es, which provide a sheltered environment needed for 
the mites to multiply.
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 Only the spring generation of these caterpillars is 
considered to be important to the health of the tree. The 
generation that occurs in August and September eats 
leaves that have already produced most of the energy 
that they will for the tree. As a result, the loss of those 
leaves is not a major problem to the plant. However, if 
the tree responds to the loss of these leaves by break-
ing buds and growing new leaves, then there is a health 
impact. Usually, this doesn’t happen.
 Clientele find the webs to be unsightly; and as the 
season progresses, they become only more so. Not only 
are the webs made larger, but they tend to become 
littered with the cast skins and fecal pellets from the 
larvae. For these reasons, control is usually important in 
landscapes for aesthetic reasons.
 Because the caterpillars are in the webbing at all 
times, pruning off the branch with its webbing and dis-
posing of it is very effective. Another method is to grab 
onto the webbing and pull it off the branch, bringing 
almost all of the caterpillars along with it. This allows 
the branch to remain on the tree, to releaf the following 
spring. A popular homeowner method is to set fire to 
the webbing, which does an excellent job of killing and 
toasting the caterpillars. However, the fire damages the 
bark of the involved branch and those nearby, which 
may get cankers or have other resulting problems.
 Many insecticides are effective in controlling fall 
webworm. Bacillus thuringiensis kurstaki (Dipel, Thuri-
cide), carbaryl (Sevin), pyrethroids, and other labeled 
insecticides are effective. However, the webbing is water-
proof, making it spray resistant. Enough spray pressure 
is needed to break into the web and get the insecticide 
onto the leaves within the nest. Nest webs are typically 
expanded only every week or so, so insecticide deposited 
on leaves outside the webs is likely to break down before 
the caterpillars expand the webbing over treated leaves.
 Finally, fall webworm is a native insect that is attacked 
by several natural enemies. As is typical of native insects, 
it is very numerous and obvious for about 3 years, fol-
lowed by several years, usually 5 to 7, where it is low in 
numbers. Doing nothing to control these insects will not 
result in overwhelming attack and damage. Their num-
bers will drop naturally within 1 or 2 years. (Phil Nixon)

Periodical Cicada 
Periodical cicada eggs should be hatching at this time 
in northern Illinois where the adults were present. The 
adult female cicada inserts her eggs into branches, ap-
pearing to prefer pencil-sized twigs. The eggs are laid in 
clusters deeply into the wood of the twigs and remain 
there for several weeks. These eggs are white, slender, 
elongate ovals and are about 1/8 inch long. 
 As the egg develops, the black eyes of the developing 
nymph become obvious through the chorion, the outer 

 The emergence of the periodical cicada, occurring 
only every 17 years, would not only explain why numer-
ous people have not experienced this type of bite or 
rash in recent years but also why it is so prevalent this 
year. And assuming the cicada eggs are the mite host, we 
would not expect a recurrence of mites next year unless 
the mites find another suitable and abundant host.
 IDPH, with Dr. Zaborski’s assistance, will continue 
working to identify the exact species of this mite. Addi-
tional survey work will be conducted when appropriate.
 The above is a news release provided by IDPH and 
dated September 6, 2007. Public health workers and 
others collected and sent samples of twigs with periodi-
cal cicada eggs, oak galls, and other galls. I wish to thank 
Susan Grupp, U of I Extension; Donna Danielson, 
Morton Arboretum; and James Fizzell, James Fizzell and 
Associates, for providing samples to me. Those samples 
provided many of the mites that allowed the above 
results to be determined. (Phil Nixon)

fall webworm
Fall webworm is common throughout the state. It lives 
as a group of caterpillars that spin a communal silk web. 
This silk nest typically encloses the end of the branch 
and associated leaves. The caterpillars remain in the web-
bing, feeding on these enclosed leaves. When the leaves 
inside the web are eaten, the silk webbing is expanded 
to include more leaves. Webs of mature caterpillars are 
typically 2 to 3 feet long. Multiple colonies frequently 
occur on a single tree, so many branches can be in-
volved. Occasionally, entirely webbed trees are found. 
 The silk webbing shelters the caterpillars from rain 
and protects them from predators and parasites. It is 
common to see parasitic wasps trying to get to the 
caterpillars, only to be prevented from doing so by the 
silk webbing. Similarly, insectivorous birds are usually 
unable to pluck many caterpillars out of the webbing.
 The caterpillars are yellowish and hairy. There are 
two races of fall webworm. The redheaded race has a red 
head and a yellowish body. The blackheaded race has a 
black head and a yellowish body with many black spots 
and a wide black stripe running down the back. 
 This insect has an extremely large host range, being 
found on almost any deciduous tree and some shrubs. 
It is most commonly found in Illinois landscapes on 
crabapple, walnut, hickory, pecan, redbud, sweet gum, 
maple, and oak. There does not appear to be any separa-
tion of hosts based on the races of fall webworm.
 In the southern half of Illinois, fall webworm has two 
generations per year. The first generation typically oc-
curs in June, with the second generation in August and 
September. In the northern half of the state, only the 
August and September generation occurs. 
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ever, numerous, older nymphs do cause a reduction in the 
width of annual rings in tree trunks during the couple of 
years before an emergence. This impact is not enough to 
cause serious health problems for the tree or shrub, but it 
has allowed researchers to trace back many generations of 
cicadas by studying the tree rings of old trees.
 The next emergence of periodical cicadas in Illinois will 
be the Great Southern Brood, Marlatt’s XIX, in 2011. This 
13-year brood will emerge throughout most of the south-
ern two-thirds of Illinois. It covers the largest geographical 
area of all periodical cicada broods: large areas of Illinois, 
Missouri, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia, 
along with parts of Iowa, Kentucky, Indiana, Louisiana, 
Tennessee, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Virginia.
 The brood that emerged this year, the Northern Illinois 
Brood, Marlatt’s XIII, will emerge again in 2024. Hopeful-
ly, the sub-brood in the Chicago suburbs will also be back. 
It should emerge in 2020. Expect to see a few periodical 
cicadas next year and a very few in 2009. There are always a 
few stragglers that emerge 1 or 2 years late, as well as a few 
1 or 2 years early. These few cicadas are typically eaten by 
birds and other predators soon after emergence. With these 
cicadas not living long enough to reproduce, their numbers 
do not grow into broods. (Phil Nixon)

surface of the egg. Just before the time of hatching, the 
head, legs, and segments of the abdomen are visible 
through the chorion as it becomes increasingly thin and 
transparent. 
 The hatching nymphs are white, about 1/16 inch 
long, and covered with hairy setae. They are similar in 
appearance to the nymphs that emerged from the soil in 
the spring except that they appear more elongate, as well 
as being different in color and size. They emerge from 
the egg-laying slit made by the female, crawl to the edge 
of the twig, and free-fall to the soil below.
 Once reaching the soil, the nymphs use their en-
larged, shovel-like front legs to dig through the soil until 
they reach a suitable root. Feeding primarily occurs 
between 8 and 12 inches below the soil surface, an area 
that contains many tree and shrub roots. They feed by 
sucking sap from the roots, occasionally changing roots 
if the root dies, for 17 years in the northern half of 
North America. These babies will emerge as fully grown 
nymphs, ready to change into adults. It is interesting to 
consider that human babies born this year will be near-
ing adulthood at the same time as these insects.
 Twigs and branches with eggs laid into them fre-
quently die. Lateral buds below that area will break next 
spring, with attacked trees and shrubs being bushier 
due to the extra shoots that these buds produce. Over 
the next few years, these extra shoots will be self-pruned 
from the plant, and the plant will return to its previous 
appearance. 
 Belowground, the large number of nymphs will 
reduce in number due to predation, disease, starvation, 
and other mortality factors until about 30 per cent 
of the eggs that are laid survive to emerge as mature 
nymphs in 17 years. These sucking insects have little 
effect on their host tree or shrub when they are young 
and small, using very little sap to sustain them. How-
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