PENNSYLVANIA’S CHRISTMAS TREE SCOUTING REPORT
THURSDAY, APRIL 30, 2015
Weekly newsletter compiled by Sarah Pickel, PA
Department of Agriculture. This week’s scouting data
contributors: Jim Fogarty (Halabura Tree Farm),
Karen Najda (PDA), Sarah Pickel, Brian Schildt (PDA),
and Cathy Thomas (PDA).

Northampton and York County is actually a little
earlier than the expected growing degree day
range of 200-400 GDD, so this shows why it is
valuable to place traps out in fields with previous
damage.

GROWING DEGREE DAY TOTALS, 4/29/15:

Very soon after adult midges emerge to fly around
newly opening buds, they will begin mating. Egg
laying will quickly follow. Female midges have a
long thin ovipositor that allows them to deposit
eggs within the new buds when only a tiny opening
is visible. Once the eggs have been laid in the
buds, they will be protected from insecticide
sprays. The eggs will hatch in a few days and
larvae then bore into the needles, where they will
live and feed for the rest of the growing season. A
gall forms in the needle as a result of this feeding,
damage which is irreversible.

LOCATION
Indiana, Indiana Co.*
Montoursville, Lycoming Co.*
Mount Joy Twp, Elizabethtown
(NE), Lancaster Co.
New Cumberland, York Co.
New Ringgold, Schuylkill Co.

GDD TOTAL
99
86
142.5
133
143

* Figure courtesy of www.weather.com.

DOUGLAS-FIR NEEDLE MIDGE
This week, adults of Douglas-fir needle midge were
found in traps in Northampton and York Counties.
As the name suggests,
the only host of this pest
is the Douglas-fir. These
are very small flying
insects that resemble a
gnat. Their orange color
can be seen if observed
closely. The adult midges
emerge from the soil
beneath a tree that was
infested last season. This
is why emergence traps
are placed underneath
trees where damage was
seen last season. These
traps are simply
constructed of a
cardboard box or plastic
bucket with a clear jar
mounted into the side of
Figures 1 & 2: Top - Douglas-fir
needle midge adult [S. Gardosik,
the box/bucket. (See
PDA], Bottom - Damage from
photo.) The midge head
DFNM [T. Olson, PDA]
toward the light and can
be easily seen in the clear jar. Growers should be
monitoring traps daily to see the first midges in the
trap. The adult emergence seen this week in

To prevent damage from occurring, control sprays
must be targeted toward the adults. The
insecticide product should be on the buds before
they lay their eggs. Insecticide applications should
be made as soon as possible after adult emergence
has begun. Because emergence can be staggered,
it is recommended to make an application at the
first sign of adult emergence (or at the beginning
of bud break) and a second application a week to
10 days later. (Consult labels for application
intervals).

BUD BREAK
Douglas-fir bud break has increased this past week
and can be seen in Cumberland, Dauphin,
Lancaster, Lebanon and York Counties. In Schuylkill
and northern Lebanon Counties, the buds have
swollen and changed color, but have not begun
opening yet.
The buds of some Norway spruces have started
breaking in several areas of York County. Buds of
Colorado blue spruce in York County are swelling,
but only a very few buds have started to open.
As for pines, the candles of Eastern white pine in
York County were beginning to elongate, but in

northern Dauphin County the candles were still
tight.
Growers who have issues with needle diseases
such as Rhabdocline or Swiss needle casts on
Douglas-fir or Rhizosphaera or Stigmina needle
casts or spruce needle rust on Colorado blue spruce
or Serbian spruce should be watching the progress
of bud break on their own farms to determine
when to begin their fungicide sprays.

NEEDLE CASTS OF DOUGLAS-FIR
Last year’s wet cool spring was very favorable for
the spread of two very significant needle diseases
on Douglas-fir. These are Rhabdocline needle cast
and Swiss needle cast. Last year’s needles were
infected and will soon release infectious spores to
infect this season’s new needles. These diseases
infect the tender new needles as they emerge from
the buds. Once last year’s needles have finished
releasing their spores through the beginning of
summer, they will be cast from the branches
(although some Swiss infected needles will hold on
for the following season).
The diseases behave
similarly but have
different symptoms.
Rhabdocline causes
rusty orange lesions to
occur on the needles
which resemble paint
splotches. These lesions
swell as bud break
approaches and will
rupture to release
infectious spores. In
Dauphin and York
Counties, Rhabdocline
lesions have begun to
swell and will be able to
infect new growth as
soon as there are wet
conditions. Swiss
needle cast causes the
ends of infected
needles to brown. On
Figure 3 & 4: Top - Rhabdocline
the undersides of these
needle cast, Bottom - Swiss needle
cast [S. Pickel, PDA]
infected needles, tiny
black fruiting will be
seen pushing through the rows of stomates. These
fruiting bodies will release spores when wet
conditions are present.

To prevent the spread of these diseases, it is
important to protect the new needles with multiple
applications of a fungicide. The standard
recommendations are as follows:
 1st application at the early signs of bud break
 2nd application made a week later
 3rd application made 2 weeks after the 2nd
 4th application made 3 weeks after the 3rd
Last year, retired Penn State extension agent and
Christmas tree grower Paul Shealer suggested a
modified spray program to deal with the increased
occurrence of Swiss needle cast, which has a more
prolonged infection period. See this article at the
end of the report for more details.

SPRUCE SPIDER MITES
Spruce spider mites continued to emerge in
Schuylkill and York Counties this week. These mites
can be found on
true firs, spruce and
arborvitae. They are
most likely to hatch
within a GDD range
of 50-121. Eggs
were still present in
both counties, but in
York the majority of
overwintering eggs
had hatched on
Fraser fir. They can
Figure 5: Spruce spider mites [S. Pickel,
be found on the
PDA]
underside of twigs
showing yellow or brown stippling close to the
stems. Spruce spider mites will be orange and
brown and will be covered with setae (hair-like
structures).
If 10 or more mites are found per branch, growers
should consider making a control application of
either a horticultural oil or miticide. This should be
applied after the overwintering eggs have hatched,
but before bud break to prevent the mites from
damaging the newly developing buds. It should
also be noted that new needles are sensitive and
more likely to exhibit phytotoxic damage from
horticultural oil.

BALSAM TWIG APHID
This week, balsam twig aphids continued to be
found on Fraser and Canaan firs in York County.
These plump, pale green aphids will be found on
the undersides of needles on true firs. If these
aphids are able to enter the new buds, their

feeding will cause the needles to twist and bend. If
growers have difficulty finding aphids, it may be
helpful to use the paper plate technique suggested
for spruce spider mite scouting. If this pest has
caused damage for growers in previous years and
several aphids per tree have been observed this
spring, growers will likely want to make a control
application. A horticultural oil or insecticide should
be applied after most of the eggs have hatched,
but before the buds have opened.

ON-GOING
Active Eriophyid mites continue to be found active
in a number of counties across the mid-state. In
tree blocks where these tiny mites have been
observed, growers may want to consider making a
horticultural oil or miticide application to prevent
the rusted or washed out damage that these mites
can cause to the foliage. (Warning: an oil product
applied to Colorado blue spruce can remove the
blue color from foliage.) They can be found on
hemlocks, pines, spruces and true firs. The wedge
shaped mites will be moving along the needles and
will only be visible with a hand lens. (20x
magnification will work better to view these mites.)
On some farms in PA that have already applied
insecticide sprays to the blocks where weevil traps
were being monitored, weevil trapping may have
slowed or completely stopped. Meanwhile some
other farms that have applied their insecticide
products continue to catch both white pine and
Pales weevils. If the farms that continue to catch
weevils have only made one application, they may
want to consider making a second application. The
appropriate application method for white pine
weevil is to apply an insecticide to the top 1/3 of
the tree.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCE
For a list of control options for insect and mite
pests, the most recently updated list of Insecticides
& Miticides for PA Christmas Tree Pests can be
found at the following link:
http://ento.psu.edu/extension/christmastrees/publications/2013%20Christmas%20Tree%20
Insecticides-Miticides.pdf.
The next scouting report will be available Thursday,
May 7, 2015.

Supplemental Article on Swiss Needle Cast Management written by Paul Shealer, retired PSU Extension Agent
and Christmas tree grower

