The Morton Arboretum’s Tree Care Quick Facts

THREATENING DISEASES
Below are the most common destructive tree diseases in the
Chicago region. If untreated, they can kill trees, though sometimes
the diseases are so harmful that treatment may be futile. Before
considering treatment, please contact The Morton Arboretum’s
Plant Clinic (mortonarb.org/plantadvice) for more information
and complete descriptions of these diseases.
Dutch Elm Disease (DED)

Cankers

Caused by a fungus, this disease can spread
readily in elm-rich areas due to the fungus'
ability to move not only with the help of
elm bark beetles, but also through grafted
elm root tissue. The fungus spreads quickly
throughout the tree. The most obvious sign
is late summer “flagging,” when leaves on
upper branches curl and turn gray-green,
then yellow, then brown. Brown streaks in
the wood beneath the bark are further
evidence, but only laboratory identification
can confirm that the tree has DED.

Cankers vary in size and shape. They
appear as sunken or discolored lesions
on the bark of trunks and branches or
as injured areas on smaller twigs. The bark
often splits between diseased and healthy
tissue. New leaves on affected branches
will become smaller, discolored, and curled.
Cankers can take months or years to
girdle twigs, branches, or trunks.

All oaks are susceptible to oak wilt.
However, the red oak subgenus is more
susceptible than the white oak subgenus.
The fungus invades the water-conducting
tissues, preventing the normal flow of
water. This causes the foliage to wilt and
often kills the tree. Oak wilt can spread
from infected trees to healthy ones
through root grafts or when insects
carry spores from one tree to another.
The symptoms often start at the top of
the tree and gradually spread downward.
The leaves on infected branches curl
and turn yellow or bronze in color. Red
oaks may decline and die within weeks
or months, while white oaks may show
branch dieback for years before dying.
In some cases, white and bur oaks recover
after one year of infection.

Oak Wilt

Thousand Canker Disease
A native fungal disease carried and
transferred by a twig beetle, thousand
canker disease is spreading across the
United States, though it is not currently
found in Illinois. Host species include
walnut and butternut. Symptoms include
flagging or wilting from the top of the
tree downward and dead branches.
Telltale cankers are present under the
bark on infected branches.

Cankers

Thousand Canker Disease
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Oak Wilt

Thyronectria Canker is most
often found on honey-locust trees.
Botryosphaeria Canker is found
on many trees including crabapple,
elm, linden, pine, and sycamore.
Cytospora Canker is found on
spruce branches.

Dutch Elm Disease
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Bur Oak Blight

Diplodia Tip Blight

Bur oak blight is a fungal leaf disease that
has been found in southern Minnesota,
Iowa, and northern Illinois. There are two
stages of infection: tissue death of the leaf
and spore-producing pustules found where
the leaf attaches to the twig. Infected leaves
generally remain attached to the twigs over
the winter and symptoms appear to move
up the tree from the lowest branches.
Over time, the tree slowly declines.

Diplodia tip blight is a fungal disease of
stressed conifers, especially pines. Austrian
pine is the most susceptible host. When
the new needles at the branch tips, or
candles, are expanding in spring, they
become stunted and turn tan or brown.
Typically, all needles on the current season’s
shoot are killed. Symptoms often start in
the lower half of the tree and progress
upward. As lateral shoots are killed, whole
branches may die back to the trunk,
disfiguring the tree.

Fire Blight
Fire blight is a bacterial disease that
affects trees and shrubs in the rose family,
including apples, crabapples, and hawthorns.
In early spring, flowers can be infected with
the bacterium, resulting in blossom blight.
New leaf growth can suddenly wilt and
turn black or brown, giving the appearance
of having been scorched by fire. Cankers
can occur on twigs, branches, and stems.

Bur Oak Blight

Verticillium Wilt
Verticillium wilt is a serious soil-borne
fungal disease that can affect hundreds
of plant species. Most afflicted plants are
infected through their roots. The fungus
spreads into the branches and stems
through the tissues that carry water,
cutting off the water supply to the leaves
and causing them to wilt. Leaves may
turn yellow and branches may die back,
sometimes in only part of the tree.

Fire Blight
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