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29 December 2014

To Whom It May Concern:

Acute oak decline: Pest Risk Analysis (PRA)

Our response to the above risk analysis is as follows:

1. Consultation process

We would have responded to the consultation on the above PRA if we had known about it.  We believe that there is a lack of consistency in the procedures for notifying interested parties about consultations or discussions on plant health matters.  A resulting lack of response from such parties may convey a false impression that there is a lack of interest or concern.

2. Concern about AOD

The PRA lists several oak species of economic or environmental importance in the UK, including our two native oak species, Quercus robur and Q. petraea.  The latter are immensely significant, not only because of their well-studied roles in woodland ecosystems but also because they make up a very substantial proportion of the ancient trees of the UK, which are of irreplaceable ecological, aesthetic, cultural and historical value.  With relatively few ancient oaks elsewhere in Europe north of the Alps and the Carpathians, the UK populations of these trees are internationally important.

The PRA does not seem to go very far towards fulfilling its purpose of assessing the potential economic, environmental or social impacts of AOD in the UK.  It does, however, briefly mention the impact of mortality amongst veteran trees.  We are particularly concerned about the effects of AOD on ancient and other veteran trees and we believe that the PRA ought to emphasise their value.  Bearing in mind the need to protect such trees, we believe that research, appropriately focussed, deserves strong financial support.

3. Areas of research

Our comments on the areas of research mentioned in the PRA are as follows.

3.1 Disease etiology and the implications for disease control

The PRA states that the standard test of disease etiology (i.e. application of Koch’s postulates) has not been fulfilled for AOD and that this test is probably not suitable for AOD, owing to the nature of the disease.   Thus, the current evidence of etiology is circumstantial, with regard not only to the suspected role of the bacteria Gibbsiella quercinecans and Brenneria goodwinii but also to that of the Oak jewel beetle Agrilus biguttatus.  

As far as A. biguttatus is concerned, the PRA refers to research that has revealed its galleries in 90% of trees with AOD symptoms.  It is clear therefore that AOD can develop in the apparent absence of the beetle.  Also, it remains to be seen whether the beetle has a causal role in the disease (e.g. by transmitting bacteria or by aiding tissue colonisation by bacteria).  In any case we believe that a primary role can probably be ruled out for the beetle, since it has always been previously observed only to colonise trees or parts of trees that are moribund or that are under physiological stress.  Stress is mentioned below in relation to the resilience of trees to pests and diseases.

Given (a) the circumstantial nature of the evidence for an involvement of A. biguttatus in AOD and (b) the evident inability of the beetle to colonise healthy tissues of oak, we believe that any proposals for controlling the beetle are inherently problematic, especially in instances where it seems to be equated with the Emerald ash borer Agrilus planipennis, which is an alien invasive coloniser of previously healthy tissue in European ash species and currently not known from Europe, other than Russia.  Control of A. biguttatus is proposed in the Forest Research leaflet Managing oak decline and is mentioned also in the PRA.   The PRA also mentions the desirability of ecological sensitivity in developing methods for control of the beetle, while also stating the need for further research into its apparent association with AOD.  We believe, however, that much greater caution should be exercised with regard to any measures that might endanger populations of saproxylic organisms that depend on decaying wood, including A. biguttatus.  Also, we are concerned about the apparent lack of information as to whether other insects have been considered in the etiological research.

3.2 Geographic distribution and survey

The PRA shows a map of reported cases of AOD in the UK and we are aware that suspected outbreaks of ‘new’ pests and diseases, including AOD, can be reported via the Tree Alert scheme, operated by Forest Research.  In our view, it is important to provide adequate funding for verifying suspected cases of AOD in order to provide up-to-date information on its incidence and hence the rate of spread.  Also, we believe that there may be a need to promote public awareness of the Tree Alert scheme.

3.3 Importation of potentially infected material

The PRA identifies importations of oak roundwood and of oak nursery stock as potential sources of the suspected bacterial pathogens and of A. biguttatus.  Given the possibility that these sources could provide a pathway for introducing the bacteria to areas of the UK where they do not already occur, we believe strongly that control over such pathways should be strengthened by means of a pathway-based plant health policy, rather than the current species-based policy.  On the other hand, given the native status of A. biguttatus, we believe that the PRA ought to be more cautious where it identifies importation of this beetle as a risk factor.

3.4 Resilience of trees to pests and diseases

The PRA recognises the possible role of physiological stress in the etiology of AOD and it suggests that good silvicultural management might help to protect trees from AOD by mitigating the effects of predisposing factors such as drought, root decay and defoliation.  We believe that it is of key importance to manage the growing conditions of trees in order to enhance their resilience not only to AOD but also to stress-dependent diseases and pests in general.

In view of the importance of resilience, we believe that investigation into the growing conditions of trees should form an integral aspect of AOD research.   In particular, we believe that soil type, pH, soil nutrient status, hydrology and mycorrhizal associations should be assessed at sites where AOD is studied.   Additionally, there is a need to assess the incidence of root damage caused by pathogenic organisms such as Armillaria mellea, Collybia fusipes and Phytophthora quercina and by herbivorous species of soil fauna.  Inter-disciplinary co-operation should be set up where appropriate.  

Although it may be difficult to establish ‘cause or effect’ in instances where root-related problems are found in AOD-affected trees, the acquisition of data on root function and growing conditions could enable multi-factorial analysis, in order to aid both the understanding of AOD etiology and the development of control methods. 

4. Conclusions
We are seriously concerned about the threat that AOD could pose to Britain’s heritage of ancient oak trees and their dependent species.  We recognise that elucidation of the etiology of AOD is of key importance, especially with regard to the need to determine whether the Oak jewel beetle has a causal role.  Given that evidence of such a role is currently circumstantial, we believe that considerable caution should be exercised before suggestions of controlling this native insect are made.  On the other hand, given that AOD may be caused by bacteria not previously known to cause disease of oaks in Britain, we believe that there is a need to strengthen plant health protection, by targeting high-risk pathways. 
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