
Oak Processionary Moth 
Territory is Increasing 
by Richard Trippett, Arborist Representative

A Bacteria is  
Attacking English Oaks by Dr Glynn Percival

Small cracks in 
the bark that seep 
a dark fluid are a 
symptom of AOD.

With time the 
tree’s canopy can 

become thinner 
as it succumbs to 

infection.
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The English or pedunculate oak is probably the 
best known tree in Britain and an important 
feature of the English landscape. Acorns have 
been used as a food source, the leaves and 
bark have been used for medicinal purposes, 
while the timber has been used for shelter, ship 
building and furniture making. The oak is an 
essential component of our ecosystem. Around 
500 species of insects within mainland UK are 
either dependent or partially dependent upon the 
tree. It is generally considered that the oak is 
associated with more insects, birds and lichens 
than any other tree in Europe. Indeed, oaks 
have been the predominant tree species since 
pre-historic times and have thrived for hundreds 
of years in the United Kingdom with little or no 
threat to their existence. 

However, over the past 5-6 years a devastating 
disease has surfaced that some scientists 
believe could spell the end of this beautiful tree 
from within our woodland countryside.

Acute Oak Decline
Acute oak decline (AOD), caused by a bacteria 
or combination of bacteria, can kill a mature 
oak tree in 5-10 years once infected. Indeed, 
some tree experts are comparing AOD to Dutch 

elm disease, which killed millions of trees 
throughout the UK during the 1970-80s. 
Unfortunately, the number of trees displaying 
AOD symptoms is steadily increasing within the 
UK. AOD affects the UK’s two native species of 
oak - sessile and pedunculate. To date, there 
have been no confirmed cases in other species 
of Oaks, such as Turkey and red oaks. Recent 
information indicates AOD affects oaks more 
than 50 years old. Symptoms include extensive 
stem bleeding in which dark fluid seeps from 
small cracks in the bark and runs down the 
tree trunk. In early stages of the disease, the 
health of a tree’s canopy does not appear to be 
affected, but with time the canopy can become 
thinner as the tree succumbs to infection. 
Of main concern is the fact that very little is 
known about the bacteria responsible for the 
disease. For example it is not yet established 
how the suspected bacteria are spread. This 
may be through weather (e.g. wind and rain), or 
by animal dispersal (e.g. birds, squirrels etc.). 
At present, research indicates the disease may 

Oaks have thrived for hundreds 
of years in the UK with little or  
no threat to their existence.

Oak processionary 
moth (OPM) is a 
defoliating pest 
of English, sessile 
and Turkey oaks. 
Additionally, the OPM 
caterpillars will also 
feed on hornbeam, 
hazel, beech, sweet 
chestnut and birch. 

Infestations are common in urban areas, 
forest edges and in amenity woodlands 
where contact with the general public is 
likely. OPM was first identified in London in 
2006 and since then, the infestation area 
has increased a little each year. 

While most caterpillars that feed on trees are 
primarily an aesthetic issue, OPM caterpillars 
present a risk to human health. The older 
caterpillars are covered in hairs that contain 
a toxin; contact with these hairs can result in 
skin irritation and allergic reactions. These 
hairs readily break off, get carried through 
the surrounding air, and if hairs are inhaled 
can result in respiratory problems such as 
asthma or even anaphylaxis. Abandoned 
nests contain shed skins, pupal cases and 
vast numbers of detached hairs. Therefore 
nests should always be treated with caution 
and only removed by qualified professionals. 

The caterpillars can be found from April to 
June. The larvae typically follow one another 
head-to-tail in long ‘processions’ to and from 
the nest and from one feeding position to 
another, hence the name oak processionary.

Adult moths can be seen from July until early 
September. They have a wingspan of around 
30-32mm with grey forewings suffused with 
white and darker grey markings that provide 
excellent camouflage against the bark of  
oak trees. 

OPM Management Strategies
Surveying for the presence of OPM is a key 
criterion. Symptoms include characteristic 
skeletonised leaf feeding damage, clusters 
of larvae on shoots, on the underside of 
scaffold branches and on stems, followed by 
nest formation. Nests can be found anywhere 
from ground level to the extremities of the 
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A beautiful healthy oak.



With government cuts to all areas of academia the funding for PhD 
studentships has become scarce. With UK trees under threat from several 
potentially devastating pests and diseases funding is now required more 
than ever. For these reasons the Bartlett Tree Research Laboratory has 
recently funded three PhD Studentships at the University of Reading.

The PhD candidates are each pursuing a different specific area of 
research leading to information needed by our communities. 

Concern About Honey Fungus
With recent national interest focused on diseases such as acute oak 
decline and sudden oak death it is important to remember honey fungus 
is still probably the number one killer of trees in the UK. For this reason 
Mr Luke Hailey will be evaluating the potential of fungal and bacterial 
bio-control agents such as Trichoderma and Bacillus in combination with 
plant defense activators such as phosphites to aid in the management  
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Ants Might Reveal Aphid Infestations

Bartlett Tree Research Laboratory is Funding PhD Studentships

Left to right: Emma Schaffert, Dr Glynn Percival, Jonathan Banks, Luke Hailey

This week we noticed a trail of ants scaling a horse chestnut tree. It seems 
the flower’s nectar is very desirable! These ants won’t do any harm though, 
as they’re just here to feed and help the flowers pollinate.

If you do spot ants on your trees, check that they’re just there for the 
flowers. Sometimes aphid infestations can attract ants in with their 
sugary honeydew, and that’s a pest that will do some damage! If you think 
you might have an aphid problem, send us a message or call your local 
Bartlett Tree Experts office today.

be spread by the two spotted oak buprestid 
beetle (Agrilus biguttatus). This wood boring 
beetle deposits its eggs in summer in the deep 
fissures of the oak bark. The eggs hatch and 
the larvae tunnel through the inner bark and 
cambium creating a lattice work of feeding 
galleries. The larvae remain in the tree for 
between one and two years, emerging as 
beetles in late spring.

Management Measures
At present no plant protection products exist 
to control AOD. Within the USA management of 
similar bacterial diseases has been achieved 
using high phosphite compounds as part of a 

Pear Flowers
The pink anthers in the centre of this pear 
flower have yet to be visited by pollinators. 
Once they’ve been disturbed they will shrink 
and turn a darker grey colour like in the 
surrounding flowers. Honey bees are the most 
important pollinator of pear flowers, although 
they don’t find them very attractive due to a 
lack of sugar-rich nectar.

of this soil borne disease. It is anticipated results will also have 
applicability to other soil borne diseases such as Phytophthora.  
Luke will be supervised by Dr Glynn Percival (Bartlett) and Dr Robert 
Jackson (University of Reading).

Potential of Biochar as a Soil Amendment
It is widely appreciated that soil amendments at the time of planting 
can have a huge impact on tree transplant survival and tolerance to 
environmental stresses such as drought and salinity; problems that 
frequently occur in urban landscapes. Biochar is a highly purified form 
of charcoal that when used as a soil amendment has been shown to 
significantly improve the health and disease resistance properties of trees. 
Miss Emma Schaffert will be investigating the potential of Biochar as a 
soil amendment to enhance drought tolerance and improve transplant 
survival rates of trees following planting. Emma will be supervised by Dr 
Gillian Rose (University of Reading) and Dr Glynn Percival (Bartlett). In 
addition Carbon Gold, a leading supplier of Biochar based products have 
agreed to act as an industrial partner.

Calculating Ornamental Trees’ Stress Tolerance
Urban landscapes present an environment hostile to the biology of 
trees i.e. soil compaction, drought, elevated pollution, salinity, etc. 
Consequently, only “tough” trees can survive such a “tough” environment. 
Mr Jonathan Banks will be undertaking studies to develop a blueprint for 
stress tolerance in ornamental trees by evaluating changes in compounds 
such as proteins and metabolites associated with drought tolerance in 
plants. Jonathan will be supervised by Dr Glynn Percival (Bartlett) and Drs 
Gillian Rose and John McKendrick (University of Reading).  

fertilisation regime but this fertiliser has not 
been specifically tested against AOD. Sadly, 
at present Defra’s Plant Health and Seeds 
Inspectorate and the Forestry Commission 
suggest control measures should consist 
mainly of destruction of affected trees. 
Pruning infected trees is also discouraged as 
it may increase the risk of disease spread and 
weaken the tree by reducing its capacity to 
contain or overcome the bacterial infection, 
and also make it more susceptible to 
secondary infections.



No Paper - No Problem!
Its easy to enroll in our paperless programme for 
electronic Tree Tips. Find your 7-digit client code 
in the yellow box on the back page. Then, log on 
to www.bartlett.com/newsletter (select UK), 
click on the registration link and sign up using 
your client number and postal code. If you ever 
want paper service again, just advise us.

Beech trees can be found 
in all setting such as the 
urban location of the copper 
beech shown above and the 
suburban beech woodlands 
at left.

Book Reviews
Celebrating Birch: 
The Lore, Art and 
Craft of an  
Ancient Tree 
by North House  
Folk School

15 beautiful 
birch projects 
featuring carved 
ornaments, turned bowls, bark baskets 
and more. Includes fascinating history and 
lore of the birch tree. Delight your curiosity 
with the fascinating history and myths 
of this legendary tree while sharpening 
your woodworking skills with 15 beautiful 
projects.

Ancient Trees: 
Portraits of 
Time 
by Beth Moon

Beth Moon’s 
fourteen-
year quest to 
photograph 
ancient trees has taken her across the 
United States, Europe, Asia, the Middle East, 
and Africa. Some of her subjects grow in 
isolation, on remote mountainsides, private 
estates, or nature preserves; others maintain 
a proud, though often precarious, existence in 
the midst of civilization. All, however, share a 
mysterious beauty perfected by age and the 
power to connect us to a sense of time and 
nature much greater than ourselves. It is this 
beauty, and this power, that Moon captures in 
her remarkable photographs.

The Ancient Yew
by Robert Bevan-Jones 

Ancient yew trees, many 
of which may be over a 
thousand years old, are 
still common features in 
many areas of Britain, 
frequently found in 
churchyards and large 

formal gardens. The yew has an important 
place in the British landscape and cultural 
heritage. The author discusses its history, 
biology, the origins of its name, the yew berry 
and its toxicity. 

The Beech (Fagus sylvatica)  

Many cultivars of European beech have been 
selected with red, purple, variegated and cut-
leaf foliage, weeping and fastigiate branching 
habits and other traits. 

The European beech can live more than 150 
years and can grow 30-40 metres in height with 
a spread of 10-13 metres when mature.

In the early 19th century the oil from the tree 
was used for cooking and to fuel lamps. The 
tree’s fruit was also ground to make flour, 
though only after the slightly toxic tannins were 
leached out.

Although they prefer full sun, beech will tolerate 
shade better than most large tree species. Soils 
must be organic, well-drained, fertile with a pH 

of 6.5-7.5.  Beech has a very shallow root system 
and is very intolerant of site changes. 

There are some pests that will affect the health 
of beeches and it should be noted if you are 
planning to plant them. Aphids, woolly aphids, 
mites, and beech bark scale have been known to 
infect beech trees. 

Diseases can also impact the health of beeches. 
Primarily, beech bark disease (Nectria), 
Phytophthora bleeding canker, and decay fungi 
are the diseases to watch for.

All things considered, European beech is one of 
the most beautiful trees on the landscape. Ask 
us about planting and young tree care if you go 
ahead with a new acquisition.

If purchasing from a nursery, 
select burlap bound trees 
if possible, and make sure 
the “root ball” doesn’t have 
bound roots or girdling roots.

The droplets in this photo come from glands on the 
saplings which are known as extra-floral nectaries. 
These glands have started to secrete a very sugar-
rich nectar to attract predatorial insects such as 
ants that can help protect the plant from herbivores 
like the always hungry caterpillar and even from 
larger browsing animals. Not every species have 
these glands but there are lots that do, from broad 
beans to bracken!

The Cherry Saplings at Our 
Research Lab Surprised Us 
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Massaria is identified by a strip of dead bark 
starting at the base of the branch and stretching 
along the top of the branch. The width of the 
dead strip can vary but in most cases tapers 
to a distinct point. As the dead strip of bark is 
located on the top of the branch this makes the 
disease hard to see from ground level. However, 
if twigs, seed clusters and sometimes dead 
leaves are observed on a branch these symptoms 
can be used as potential indicators of massaria 
infection. 

The main problems posed by massaria besides 
sudden branch breakage and potential loss of 
canopy shape is the fact that for public health 
and safety full tree inspections need to be 
performed on average three times a year which 
in turn results in an increased maintenance cost 
on London plane. No chemicals are registered to 
help in the management of this disease although 
the potential use of selective pruning, mulching 
and watering to reduce water stress within the 
tree has been discussed as a potential cultural 
management option.

Call us for recommendations and care strategies.

Massaria disease of plane (Splanchnonema 
platani; syn. Massaria platani) is a fungal 
disease capable of killing the bark and cambium 
on the branches of London plane, Platanus x 
hispanica, resulting in branch loss. The pathogen 
has been present for some time, with disease 
recorded at Kew in 2003, Jersey in 2008 and 
Darlington in 2009, but until recently had not 
caused any major problems in the UK. 

Symptoms have mostly been observed across 
London, and in some parts of Oxford, and in 
mature trees of at least 40 years old. At a recent 
London Tree Officers Meeting it was estimated 
23% of trees located within the Royal Parks are 
infected. 

Branch Breakage on London Plane Trees a Concern  
as Massaria Disease Spreads by Dr Glynn Percival and Jonathan Banks

An estimated 23% of plane trees 
in the Royal Parks are infected.

Unfortunately, the telltale strip of dead bark caused 
by massaria always runs along the top of a branch 
so it is hard to spot from the ground.

Insecticidal sprays are the only feasible control 
option for OPM at this time.
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tree crown, and nest removal, while essential, is 
time consuming work and exposes arborists to the 
OPM health risks. Results vary greatly and despite 
the most vigorous search, nests are certain to be 
missed. Wearing personal protective  equipment 
is necessary as exposure to the OPM toxin is 
sensitising i.e. the more exposure the worse the 
effect. Control through nest removal alone is not 
an effective management option and insecticidal 
sprays offer the only feasible control option for 
OPM at this time. 

A strategy adopted by the Bartlett Tree Experts, 
who have experience with OPM treatment, is to 

assess each site and provide the best management 
plan for that infestation site   . This could include 
preventative application with either of the three 
products available, followed by a summer survey 
and then nest removal if warranted.

We have been working closely with the London  
Borough of Richmond Upon Thames, Kew Botanical 
Gardens, The Forestry Commission and the Bartlett 
Tree Research Laboratory to develop and change 
our management programs as the spread of this 
pest extends.

Do not attempt to deal with OPM without seeking  
professional help.
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