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Trip Report  

Forest Health Protection-Durham Field Office 

Contact: Isabel Munck, Forest Pathologist, imunck@fs.fed.us 

 

Oak wilt is a deadly disease of oaks caused by the fungus Ceratocystis fagacearum. The 

pathogen spreads from tree to tree through root grafting or by beetles that spread its fungal 

spores from infected trees to wounds of uninfected trees. Red oaks die within a year of infection 

whereas white oaks decline more slowly over years. Oak wilt has been detected in the USA in 

eastern and Midwestern States south to Texas. Oak wilt was first discovered in New York State 

(NYS) in Glenville during 2008. During 2016, oak wilt was detected for the first time in 

Brooklyn and several locations in Long Island and Canandaigua in western NYS. Long Island, 

Canandaigua and Glenville are at least 200 miles from each other and several hundred miles 

from known infection centers in Pennsylvania (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Oak wilt infection centers in New York. 

 
 

On January 25, 2017 I met with Rob Cole, New York State Department of Environmental 

Conservation (NYSDEC) Oak Wilt Coordinator, and Joe Charap, Director of Horticulture at the 

Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn, NY. Green-Wood Cemetery is a National Historic 

Landmark and a greenspace oasis in one of the most densely populated areas in the world. 

Green-Wood Cemetery contains hundreds of very susceptible red oaks including majestic 

northern red oaks (Q. rubra) and allées lined with large pin oaks (Q. palustris). In addition to the 

red oaks, the cemetery also has white oaks (Q. alba) and shingle oaks (Q. imbricaria). Not only 
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would the loss of the oak component be devastating to the Green-Wood Cemetery, in addition, 

oak wilt would be very difficult to manage should it spread considering that trenching could 

harm historic graves and other monuments. In 2016, a large northern red oak developed oak wilt 

symptoms: leaf bronzing, leaf drop, and wilting (Figure 2, bottom right). This tree was diagnosed 

as oak wilt positive by the Cornell Plant Diagnostic Lab and was removed. Fortunately, the 

infected tree was more than 300 feet away from the closest pin oak. This incident was recently 

featured in a New York Times article published on February 8th, 2016. 

 

Figure 2. Location of oak-wilt positive oak in Green-Wood Cemetery, Brooklyn, NY. Bottom left picture show 

majestic red oak surrounded by historic gravestones. Bottom center picture shows oak-lined alleés. Bottom right, 

picture oak wilt-positive tree that was removed. 
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After visiting the Green-Wood Cemetery, Rob Cole and I travelled to Islip in Suffolk 

County Long Island to inspect some of the oak wilt positive sites (Figure 3). The first site was in 

a residential neighborhood were a couple of red oaks in the backyard of a house were positive for 

oak wilt. Nearby trees were not symptomatic (Figure 4). The second location, was the first place 

where oak wilt was diagnosed in Long Island in Central Islip. Initially, three small, planted 

English oaks tested positive for oak wilt. After increased monitoring in the area by NYSDEC, 

several other oaks in the neighborhood and adjacent Connetquot River State Park Preserve were 

also positive for oak wilt. The NYSDEC has tagged all the trees within potential root grafting 

distance from oak wilt positive trees to continue monitoring their health. Oak wilt positive trees 

will be removed by March 2017, to avoid wounding of oaks during the spring period when 

nitidulid beetles that can spread the oak wilt pathogen are active. Oak wilt was also detected in 

the towns of Riverhead and Southold, which we did not have time to visit. 

 

Figure 3. The oak wilt positive sites in Suffolk County, Long Island are 50 miles away from 

Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn, NY. 
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Figure 4. Oak wilt positive red oaks in residential neighborhoods in Islip, Long Island and 

adjacent Connetquot River State Park Preserve. 

   
 

 

During 2016, fourteen trees of different oak species (Quercus rubra, Q. alba, Q. 

palustris, and Q. veluntina) in Long Island tested positive for oak wilt. Locating symptomatic 

trees was complicated by to droughty conditions during the summer of 2016 and gypsy moth 

defoliation. In addition to removals of oak wilt positive trees and increased monitoring (ground 

and aerial surveys), NYSDEC has increased outreach efforts, specially to tree professionals and 

the green industry. Oral presentations about oak wilt have been delivered by NYSDEC and 

Cornell Plant Diagnostic Clinic staff to the following groups: NYS Society of American 

Foresters, NYS Arborist Association, Long Island Landscape and Grounds Association, Cornell 

Cooperative Extension group of Arborists and Nursery Owners, Lower Hudson Partnership for 

Regional Invasive Species Management (PRISM), and the Finger Lakes PRISM. NYSDEC has 

also reached out to the general public via Facebook, Twitter, and a blog post for the NYS Urban 

Forestry Council. Meetings were also held with Town Officials in Islip and Southold. 

 

Oak wilt is a deadly disease of oaks that are enormously economically and provide many 

ecosystem services such as habitat and mast for wildlife, high value landscape trees, shade, clean 

air and erosion control. Oak wilt can be managed and we strongly encourage oak wilt 

suppression, which hinges on correct diagnoses of the pathogen followed by sanitation. 

Consequently, I recommend financially supporting the Cornell Plant Diagnostic clinic to 

continue to process suspect oak samples for oak wilt. Oak wilt outreach efforts have been very 

successful in New York as they have led to multiple new detections during 2016. Accordingly, 

continuing this efforts is strongly encouraged. The result of not managing oak wilt would be a 

perennial oak wilt problem in areas where disease was absent (New England and Northeastern 

Canada) where oaks form an important component of the forest resource.  


