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As forest health professionals, we are constantly
looking out for the next threat and working to monitor
New York’s 18.6 million acres of forest land. This
can seem like an overwhelming task, because the
amount of forest is so large and the number of threats
is so high. Native and nonnative pests and pathogens,
changing environmental conditions, and past land
use practices mean our forests are facing challenges
on every front. NYS Department of Environmental
Conservation does our best to detect and respond to
changes in forest health.
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of time. Each
year we fly over the entire state, detect forest health
issues, and digitally map them. The polygons are
then checked by crews on the ground to confirm the
damage present and its cause. Current aerial survey

programs focus on general forest health problems
(including defoliation from insects, needle casts,
abiotic damages, and other pest/disease issues), oak
wilt, and southern pine beetle. In 2021, we surveyed
approximately 13 million acres, and marked over
900,000 acres of forest damage (Table 1, Figure 1).
Insect trapping surveys are another useful tool that
enables us to detect new pests or know when a
population is growing or moving into a new area. In
2021, we had over 200 traps statewide, which were
used to look for pests such as southern pine beetle,
elm zigzag sawfly, exotic bark and ambrosia beetles,
hemlock woolly adelgid, and more. The majority
of these samples are processed by entomologists at
our Ecosystem Health Diagnostic Lab, who combed
through approximately 400 samples containing tens of
thousands of insects last year.
Finally, we use public reports to our Forest Health
email to detect new pest and pathogen occurrences,
prioritize locations for survey, track public concerns,
and analyze regional patterns. These reports are
particularly important for diseases that may be
sporadic in New York State or difficult to detect using
aerial or trapping surveys. Each year, staff at the
Ecosystem Health Diagnostic Lab respond to over
1,000 reports and inquiries. These reports have led to
us detecting forest health problems such as oak wilt
and beech leaf disease in new areas.
Things to be on the lookout for this year
Diplodia shoot tip blight is an oak disease that seems
to be increasing in the northeast. Watch for a feature
by Isabel Munck in Branching Out Issue 2.
Spongy moth (Lymantria dispar dispar) was the
main damage causing agent mapped in 2021, with
726,038 acres of defoliation mapped. The majority
of this damage was in the northeastern, central, and
western parts of the state. Depending on the number
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of surviving egg masses and prevalence of natural
controls, populations may be high again this year in
certain parts of the state. Cool, wet springs favor the
Entomophaga fungus that helps to reduce populations,
while dry springs mean higher caterpillar survival.
Defoliation events can also trigger higher outbreaks of
Armillaria root rots in spongy moth-infested stands.
This is particularly common during wet summers,
such as the one we had last year, on poorly drained
sites. The defoliation means that the trees cannot
transpire water as effectively, which leads to ethanol
buildups that can incite Armillaria attacks.
Beech leaf disease rapidly expanded last year with
nine new counties added in New York and 49 new
counties added across the US and Canada. We also
saw some of the worst damage last year with severely
infested beech in southeastern New York and Long
Island losing over half of their foliage. Research on
treatments is being conducted, and we continue to
collect information on infested trees.

Oak wilt infected two trees on the eastern shore of
Canandaigua Lake in 2021. DEC uses public reports,
aerial surveys, and ground surveys to find this disease,
but since infections are typically only a single tree,
finding new infections across the state can be timeconsuming and resource-intensive. Public reports are
crucial to finding new infections, and public adherence
to the pruning guidelines (not pruning oaks from
March to September) can prevent new infections.

Leaf with oak wilt symptoms.

It’s not all doom and gloom, is it?
I spend a lot of my job thinking about things that
kill and damage trees, but we have also been a part
of some amazing efforts to protect forests. I love
interacting with people who care about their trees
enough to call our diagnostic lab or ask questions, and
this helps us find infestations and infections earlier.

Leaves with beech leaf disease symptoms.

Southern pine beetle (SPB) was observed further
north than ever before in 2021. It was trapped for
the first time in New Hampshire and Maine, and
New York observed three infested trees in Columbia
County for the first time.
DEC also observed higher
numbers of SPB in our
traps than in previous
years, even in sites in
Albany and Saratoga.
As the climate warms
and winter temperatures
kill fewer overwintering
Courtesy of the DEC Forest
beetles, SPB will continue Health Imaging Lab.
to spread northward.
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For example, over half of the trees in New York that
were infected with oak wilt were first reported by a
concerned homeowner or arborist. Those discoveries
can lead to more rapid treatments, which in the case
of oak wilt, have been successful for eight years and
counting at our oldest treatment site. The discovery
of hemlock woolly adelgid in Lake George was also
the result of a public report, and that report led to a
multi-year effort where over 4,800 hemlock trees were
treated to protect the watershed.
The forest health issues we face are difficult and
sometimes depressing, but our response to them brings
together really great people and leads to some of our
most awesome innovations, research, and treatments. I
hope that you will continue to keep an eye on the trees
you care about, so that you too can be a part of this
wonderful network that protects New York’s forests.

