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The Slow Storm: Tree Mortality in CT from Invasive Insect Pests.
by Thromas E Worthley, UConn Associate Extension Professor, Forestry

During the early summer of 2018 it became apparent that numerous trees throughout eastern and
southern Connecticytincluding Haddam and Higganudid not produce leaves this spring, having died
sometime during the witer. It is not unusuato lose a tree or two to natural causes here and there at
any time of yearbut the massive scale and extent of oak t{€uercuspp.)mortality during the winter
of 2017 to 2018s strikingand concerningThis mortalityis the result of @&ombination of recent gypsy
moth (Lymantria disparinfestations(defoliations)and associategvith drought conditionsn 2016 and
2017 Many trees, after being defoliated, simply were not able to produce sufficient carbohydrate
reserves to surviveCombined with the anticipated loss of ash tréEsaxinus sppih our areadue to

the invasiveemerald ash borefAgrillus planipennisi¥hich has ben movingacross Connecticuthe
sheer numbers of LARGE standing dead trees throughadtlamand East Haddamand other parts of
the statepresents what might be described as a slmoving environmental disaster.

Emerald ash borer first appeared in the Connecticut laagsan 202 after a slow but relentless spread

across the country and has been gradually decimating the ash population in CT since that time. A long

period of detection sampling and information dissemination has raised the awareness about this pest

with professionals, elected officials and members of the publi& Q@S 1y 26y Al 61 & 02 YA
ways arborists, foresters, town staffs,-ODT and utilities have been preparing for it.

The sheer degreand extentof oak tree mortality ircentral andsoutheastern CT, on the other hand,
was unexpectednd unprecedentednd has overwhelmed many homeowners, Tree Wardens, foresters
and others.

Many adult citizens recall severe gypsy moth defoliations during the early 1980s. At thath@rferest

took on awinter-like appearanceacross a large portion of the state for a couple summers in a row as

the population of gypsy moth caterpillars exploded into our vast oak forest canopy. The caterpillar
population then crashed as quickly as it grew (due to catergilease factors) and since that time

fungal and viral diseases, among an assortment of other caterpillar predators, has kept the population in
check. Those of us that take note would see only spot infestations in various locations since that time.
Duringthe 1980s as expectedyees produced a second set of leaves each of those summers, and while
there was some mortalityits severity was not as intense or as wisieread.

Currentlyin some placea secondary mortality event slsoevident Early and migeason bowning of

leaves on individual trees that leafexit and seemed fine this spring indicates that other pests or

diseases are continuing to affect previously stressed trees. Among the factors that might be responsible

are twolined chestnut borert vy I 6 A @S LISAGZ yR FNXYATEFNRF Fdzy3adzazx

Thecurrentproblem is twefold:

First, very large dead trees with wide spreading crowns are very numerous along some roadways in
eastern ConnecticuThese conditions seem quite vale. One can drive several miles along a local

road and not see any dead trees and then pass a stretch that has as many as 30 or 40 dead trees per
mile. Implications for public safety are apparelost of us have seen the numerous dead trees along
Rt.1%4 north of Seven Falls.



Second, there are forest stands throughout the affected area experiencing severe mortality rates. This
author has been in stands eastern CTanging from a few more dead oaks than usual to as much-as 80
90% canopy loss. And theaee not necessarily the po@rowing, stressed and uncompetitive trees, but

are often tall magnificent trees with large crowns that seemed most robust and healisgssment

efforts are underway to ascertain the degree and special extent of mortalityéstf standsbut in our

area some stands of trees exhibit 20 to 50% mortality rdtemost cases loss of oak forests from the
landscape is not anticipated, but many mature oak stands will become young oak stands and some areas
will transition to mixed gecies stands.

From a timber value standpoint the potential for economic loss for woodland owners is potentially
severe Problem is that the currertbtal volume of commercially valuabanding dead timbethat
might be salvaged is beyond the capacityhaf timber industry to address it.

From a public safety point of view, the numbers of dead trees that have the potential to ultimately
impact roadways and power lines is well beyond the capacity of property owners, town budg&&TCT
and/or utilities © address.

Initial data from a random sampling ®60miles of local roads inumerous Eastern Gdwns from
Sprague tdurhamhas indicated an average of tlead roadside trees per mile, half of which can be
categorized as high potential riskhis surveys being conducted by student crews from UConn.

High-potentiatrisktrees photographed in Higgam and Brooklyn, CT in midne, 2018



During roadside tree mortality surveys, a triseharacterized as high potential risk if it is a large tree,
with slight to severe lean toward the road and/or with most of its limbs and brancheslweoad,

such thatif not removed, half or more of the mass of the tree will, over time, eventuallp drdhe

road. A sampling dbcalroadsin Haddanfor example where mortality from both gypsy moth and
emerald ash borer is occurringpunted157 suchhigh-potentialrisktrees ona 22 mile samplingf road
segmentdor an average of about problemtrees per milg'smaller, lespotentially risky trees are not
included, but are much more humerougstimates of conditions in East Haddam are simiiaa cost of
somewherebetween $500.00 iad $1000.00 per tregust those 57 trees will costupwards of $5,000,
perhaps over $100,000 for remov&itate datafor local road mileage estimatgsst under 100miles of
localroadway in Haddanso the problemprojects to five times the sample size amhdarfs theannual
budgetallocated bythe townsfor tree issues. One or two or a habzen dead trees along roadstown
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risktrees inHaddamit will (if not addressed) become downright risky to drive or walk in the communit
or in the woodsover the next few yearsThe towrs do not havea full-time tree crew and rej, like most
communities, on contract arborists. The severity of the problem in towns from here to Rhode Island
makes it likely thatontracting with tree crews will involve a wait.-DDT will work a quickly as possible
to address problem trees along state highways, and Eversource will remove some trees during their
trimming rotation, but given the large affected area, utility crews aperating at full capacity.

YSe INB G(GKS LIKNIXYasSa aLRGSYGAFrtfe LINRBOfSYIFIGAOE | yR
trees do not decay and disintegraitea short period of time. The first heavy, wet snow will bring down

smalltwigs and lbanches this winter. Bkt summer, larger limbs and branches will decay and drop, a few

at a time. Larger limbs and trunks of oak trees might retain some structural integrity for another 3 to 5

years, but eventually the root system will rot and, gravityniggihe law, the entireemainder of tree will

topple in whiclever direction it leans. The more severe the lean, the sooner it will happaibilityfor

possible damage or injury, even a few years from now when gypsy moth is old news, is likely tdrest wit
whoever owns or is responsible for the tree in question.

Recommendations for homeowners and landowners with dead trees near boundary lines or roadways
are to obtain the help of an arborist qualifiedtree service as soon as possible. Dead trees are
hazardous trees and the owners of hazardous trees can be liable for damage or injury they might cause.
The sheer number of trees that need attention has made it difficuttoiotract with arborists, so be
persistent, but also be careful about engaging ineigrezed or unlicensed contractors. Check

references. A listing of licensed arborists can be found at the web site of the CT Tree Protective

Associationywww.CTPA.org

Woodland owners are advised to consult with a CTifesdtForester about the condition of trees on

their properties. Recommendations for management actions will vary depending on morality severity
and size of that affected area. A listing of Foresters can be found at tB¥=EP Forestry Division web
page.Look fothed / SNII A FA SR C 2INtiRgiText witlNd tiie ddcunvers gk aiE the roles

and authorizations for different levels of certificaticend is important to noteLandowners should be
aware, however, that treesanlose some commerci&ialueonce they have died, and that stands with
numerous dead trees to harvest are likely to be extremely dangerous to work, again potentially affecting
value.

Woodland owners with specific questions can contact mgatnas.worthley@uconn.edu



http://www.ctpa.org/
mailto:thomas.worthley@uconn.edu

Dead trees are dangerous. Please do not attempt to remove or harvest dead trees on your own
without proper personal protective equipment, PPE (chaps, hardhat, eye and ear protection), and
appropriate chain saw safety training. There are no chain saw experts or professionals that do not use
PPE. If you are not an expert, why would ythink you donot needit?

In short:
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year. This mortality is likely the result of invasive exotic insect pests in combination with drought
conditions

9 Trees thatproduced leaves this spring, but turned brown this summer have also died, due to
secondary opportunistic pathogens taking advantage of stressed trees.

1 Ash trees that are dead decay quickly. Small twigs and branches will start dropping immediately,
with larger branches dropping over the next several months. Depending on lean, the trunk
might drop any time during the coming year or two.

1 Oak trees decay more slowly. Small twigs and branches will begin to drop this fall and winter,
with larger branches droppingver the next year or two. The main trunk and limbs of oaks
might retain some structural integrity for several years, but again, depending on lean, the trunk
will tip over eventually as the root system rots away.

1 Removing dead trees is dangerous. Without proper training and safety equipment, people are
easily injured. Professional help is strongly encouraged. Near houses and structures, seek the
help of an arborist. A listing can be found at the web site of the CT Tree Protective Association,
www.CTPA.org

9 To address affect stands on forested lands, the help of a CT Certified Forester is suggested. A
listing can be found &tttp://www.dep data.ct.gov/forestry/ForestPractitioner/directry.pdBe
patient and persistent. The problem of tree mortality in our area has arborists and forestry firms
G2NJAYy3 G FdA&f OFLIOAlGesT YR (GKSeQNB tA1Ste i

1 If you are planningo use dead trees for firewood, please do not transport the wood to other
states. Use it/burn it near where it has been harvested.

9 If you are cutting wood for your own use, equip yourself with personal protective equipment.
Chaps, hard hat, ear and eye t&otion at a minimum. A chaisaw injury is a lifehanging
experience.

In July of 2018 two aloc meetings were held by concerned stakeholders to exchange information and
discuss roadside tree mortality. Attendees at these meetings included represergdtom CIDEEP,
CTDOT, Eversource, UConn, some town elected officials, CIRMA, Tree Wardens and members of the
forestry and arboricultural communities. The discussion was anadging and thorough. Major points of
agreement amongst attendees included todlowing:

1 Roadside tree mortality presents a serious potential public safety hazard.

1 The scale and scope of the problem is beyond the capacity-BiCOT Eversource and many
towns to address the issue.

1 Time is of the essence. Dead trees are unpredictabtedangerous for tree workers and timber
operators, and become more dangerous the longer they stand.

1 Additional assessment data is essential, plans to continue that effort should be encouraged.

Emergency funding and logistical support should be sougfEMA an alternative?

1 Additional dfort in this regard is planned.
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Road Segment Tree Mortality Survey Results:

Random oad segmentsotaling 160 miles, 2384 trees counted.

322 Numbers of trees counted by category
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