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Weekly newsletter compiled by Sarah Pickel, PA 
Department of Agriculture. 
 
This week’s report includes scouting information from:  
Jim Fogarty (Halabura Tree Farm), Karen Najda (PDA), 
Susan Newhart (Arcadia Trees) Brian Schildt (PDA), 
Linda Signarovitz (scouting consultant) and Cathy 
Thomas (PDA). 
 

As of Monday, April 5th, there were 129.5 GDD 

accumulated in Elizabethtown, Lancaster County and 
44 GDD in Susquehanna County.  As of Tuesday, March 
6th, there were 129.5 GDD in New Cumberland, 
Cumberland County and 66.5 GDD in New Ringgold, 
Schuylkill County.  
 
Stem mothers of Balsam Twig Aphid were found feeding 
on the undersides of true fir needles this week in 
Lancaster and Schuylkill Counties.  These are the 
wingless, pale green, sometimes waxy, first generation 
nymphs, which hatch from the silver, oval shaped 
overwintering eggs.  The eggs were found on the 
underside of the twigs, often tucked in at the base of the 
needles.  To prevent the typical kinked needle damage 
caused by this pest of true firs, an insecticide can be 
applied after the stem mothers have hatched, but before 
bud break.  As soon as the buds begin to break, the stem 
mothers will give birth to the second generation nymphs 
which will feed inside the new bud and damage the 
tender new needles.  To scout for this pest, look at the 
undersides of needles on twigs from trees showing 
damage on last season’s growth, or tap limbs showing 
damage on last season’s growth over a dark sheet of 
paper.  The pale nymphs will stand out against the dark 
background.       
 
At the time of the last report, spruce spider mites had 
begun to hatch in York County.  This week, they were 
also hatched in Cumberland County on Douglas-fir and 
on Fraser fir in Schuylkill County.  As of Tuesday, they 
still were not hatched in Susquehanna County.  The 
chlorotic damage from this mite will be found near the 
trunk of the tree.  The round, red eggs and hatched mites 
will be found on the undersides of twigs showing this 
damage. [Figure 1] 
 

 

 

 
To scout for this pest, tap branches of the tree over a 
white paper or notebook.  After a few seconds, the tiny 
red-brown mites will stand out against the white 
background as they begin to move around.    To control 
this pest, a registered insecticide or miticide may be 
used.     
 
Because weather this Spring has been warmer than 
usual, insect and mite development has been occurring 
sooner than it has in years past.  The same is true for bud 
break.  In Cumberland and Schuylkill Counties, some 
Douglas-fir trees have already been showing the very 
early signs of bud break. [Figure 2]  
 

  
 
This means growers may have to be thinking about 
making their fungicide applications for Rhabdocline 
needle cast of Douglas-fir soon.  Attached to this report is 

Figure 2:  Douglas-fir buds beginning to break. 

Figure 1:  Spruce spider mite adults on new growth. 



a fact sheet written by PDA plant pathologist Tracey 
Olson on both Rhabdocline and Swiss needle casts.   

 

Another pest tied to bud 
break of Douglas-fir is 
the Douglas-fir needle 
midge.  [Figure  3]  The 
adults of this fly-like 
insect emerge at the 
time of bud break to 
mate and lay eggs in the 
new buds.  Trees which 
had damage last years 
would have suffered 
from broken or cast 
needles.  One method 
used to monitor this pest 
is trapping.  Traps are 
constructed from a 
cardboard box, a clear 
jar (peanut butter or 
mayonnaise can be 
used), a box cutter and 
duct tape.  Traps can be 
placed at the base of a 
tree showing previous 
damage and should be 
monitored daily. [Figure 
4]  
An approved insecticide 
should be applied at the 
very first sign of 
emergence.  Some 
product labels even 
allow for applications up 
to 2 weeks before 
emergence.  Typically a 

second application is necessary for control of this pest.     
 

White Pine 
Weevils were 
still active this 
week.  Feeding 
damage was 
found on the 
leaders of host 
trees in 
Schuylkill and 
York Counties 
and weevils 
were also 

caught in traps in Schuylkill County.  As long as eggs 
have not been laid in the leaders there may still be time to 
achieve adequate control with an insecticide.  A second 
application, timed a week to 10 days after the first 
application, may be necessary. 
 
The time for controlling spruce gall adelgids has come to 
a close in Cumberland, Dauphin, Schuylkill and York 
Counties.  On Douglas-fir in Cumberland, Schuylkill and 
Susquehanna Counties, the Cooley spruce gall adelgids 
were completely waxed over and in Cumberland and 
Schuylkill Counties, they have begun to lay eggs. [Fig. 6] 
  

 
 

The Cooleys can be found by sweeping Douglas fir 
branches upward and looking at the undersides of the 
needles for white tufts of wax.  The eggs in these tufts will 
hatch and the nymphs will move to the new needles just 
after bud break to cause a kinking in the needles.  
Cooleys can also be found on Colorado blue spruce, at 
the base of the new buds.  Eastern spruce gall adelgids, 
found on Norway spruce, are also waxed over in Adams, 
Cumberland, Dauphin, and Schuylkill Counties.  On 
spruce, galls will form soon after the eggs have hatched.  
The best time to control both of these insect pests is in 
the fall after the overwintering nymphs have settled at the 
base of the buds, or on the needles for Douglas.  Either a 
dormant oil or insecticide may be used at that time.   
 
The 2010 Insecticides and Miticides for Christmas Tree 
Pests is available on the Scouting Report Page on the 
Penn State Christmas tree Website, found at 
http://ento.psu.edu/extension/christmas-trees/scouting-
reports.  
 
The next scouting report will be available April 7, 2010. 

Figure 6:  Cooley spruce gall adelgid with eggs on 
Douglas-fir 

Figure 3:  Douglas-fir needle 
midge adult 

Figure 4:  Needle midge trap 

Figure 5:  White pine weevil feeding 
damage 

http://ento.psu.edu/extension/christmas-trees/scouting-reports
http://ento.psu.edu/extension/christmas-trees/scouting-reports


BUREAU OF PLANT INDUSTRY  

Rhabdocline and Swiss needle casts of Douglas fir 
 

 Now is a great time to inspect and scout for these two diseases.  Douglas fir 

needle casts are common in PA, even in the landscape.  Inspecting or scouting a large 

nursery can be a daunting task and looking for these, as well as other conifer pests can be 

time consuming.  Trees that tend to remain wet for longer periods (shaded sites, densely 

planted, larger trees, northern slope, along a windbreak row, etc.) are most likely the first 

trees in a nursery to become infected and show symptoms of needle cast.  Therefore, 

concentrate your scouting efforts for these diseases in these areas. 

 Distinguishing these two needle casts is somewhat easy.  Rhabdocline and Swiss 

needle cast (SNC) can, and frequently do, occur in the same plantation, on the same tree, 

and even on the same needle.  Determining which needle cast is present, or if both are 

present, is key to controlling these diseases.  

  

Rhabdocline Needle cast 

 A Rhabdocline infected tree in March looks scorched.  Current year needles are 

noticeably spotted, or mottled.  The lesions are a brown-red-orange color.  Examining the 

undersides of these infected needles 

will reveal nothing at this time 

(March).  At budbreak, which 

typically occurs around the end of 

April through the first weeks of May, 

the lesions will be a bright orange 

color.  The fruiting structures on the 

undersides will then be noticeably 

swollen like a blister, and split open.  

It is at this point that the fungicide 

regimen should start. 
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Swiss Needle cast 
 A Swiss needle cast infected tree 

looks as if it is suffering from drought or 

heat stress.  Typically, current year 

needles look healthy except in severe 

cases of infection.  Second and third 

year needles are most likely to exhibit 

symptoms of dieback of needle tips.  

Examining the undersides of these 

needles in March with a hand lens 

should reveal rows of small black 

fruiting structures on either side of the 

midrib giving it a “dirty” look as if soil 

or dust has accumulated on the needle.  

These structures may occur on all ages of needles, even on needles that appear healthy, so 

it is important to examine many needles on a tree, not just current year symptomatic 

needles. Fruiting structures found on older needles that are attached to the tree are still 

capable of releasing spores. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Management 

 Fungicides used to control needle casts are protectants, and in order to be 

effective they need to be in place to protect the newly expanding foliage during the active 

period of spore release.  It is not difficult to determine when Rhabdocline fruiting 

structures are mature and when spores are being released.  During budbreak the structure 

will swell and the epidermis of the needle will split, exposing an orange mass of spores.  

The timing of spore release for SNC is not as easy to determine because there is no 

obvious visible change to the fruiting bodies.  The most current spray recommendations 

for the control of SNC are based on those given for Rhabdocline.  Sprays for SNC should 

begin between the second and third sprays for Rhabdocline or when new shoots are 1 ½ 

inches long.  It is recommended that an additional fourth spray (applied three weeks after 

the third spray) be added to this program if SNC is present.  Effectiveness of this program 

March 18, 2009 

March 18, 2009 March 18, 2009 



for control of Rhabdocline can be determined the following winter by scouting for 

symptomatic current year needles.  However, determining efficacy for SNC is not as easy 

since infected needles may remain attached, appear healthy, and serve as a source of 

spores for subsequent years.  It should be assumed that fruiting structures on any needle 

of a tree might indicate a potential disease situation. 

 

Recommendations for Rhabdocline and Swiss Needle Cast: 

 All fungicides are protectants. 

 Timing of first application is critical.  Carefully scout symptomatic trees in spring 

for budbreak and fungus sporulation. 

 Four fungicide applications * (Bravo - the most commonly used) 

 #1 - when 1st trees in plantation break bud. 

 #2 - one week after first application. 

 #3 - two weeks after second application. 

 

(4th application necessary only if spring is prolonged by cool, wet whether, or Swiss 

needle cast is detected.) 

 #4 - three weeks after the third application. 

 

 

Rhabdocline needle cast on left and center.                  Swiss needle cast on right. 

 

Photo taken on March 18, 2009 in Dauphin County, PA. 


