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Insect and disease diagnosticsare sometimesvery
similar to agood murder mystery. Someonecallsyou
on the phoneto report adeath. You gather asmuch
information asyou can about theeventsleading tothe
reported incident, about the surroundings, and any
suspects. On occasion, your information leadsto a
dead end and, after monthsof investigation, you are
left with one of America sunsolved mysteries.

Over theyears, we have had our share of unsolved
tree-problem mysteries, many of whichwedtill have
not found the answer to. But in The Case of the
Deformed Trees, aparticular pattern began to
emerge, leading usto believethat the deformation and
death of conifersacross|daho wererelated. In 1994,
aUl county faculty member in south Idaho called with
aproblemfromalocal nursery. Their Colorado blue
spruce had swollenterminal budsthat had died and
looked like* asparagustips’. Another landowner
acrossthe state reported spruce with “ bent tipsand
needlesyellowing”. That'seasy, wethought, it' sneedle
cast or awatering problem, but thetreesdidn’t
respond to treatment. In 1995, the same nursery
called with aproblem on pine—the candleswould
elongateinthe spring and then turn brown. They
becameresin coated and crooked, with somepith
browning. But therewere no entry and exit holesor
evidenceof larvae, chdlenging our diagnosisof
European shoot moth. Over the next few years, smilar
reportsof swelling, distortion, and medusa-like growth
continued to comeinfromall over the state. Inthefall
of 1999, the same symptomswerereported in several
locationson Douglasfir in Whitman County, Washing-
ton. Onceagain, information was gathered and
samplestaken and examined. All of these casesdefied
asolid diagnosis—we came up with physiological
stress, winter kill, dormancy requirementsnot being

met, pesticideresiduas, misapplication, or drift, mite
damage—but werejust throwing out our best edu-
cated guess. And then one day, the phonerang...

Thelatest victimswere Austrian pine. Thistimel had
our new forest pathol ogist, George Newcombe come
out to thesitewith me. Uponinvestigation, we ob-
served signsof grossswelling and distortion of lead-
ers. Wetook samplesand collected information about
planting, maintenance, pesticide application and use,
and the surrounding environment. Thenit wasback to
thelab with George and Steve Cook, the new Ul
Forest Entomologist, to study the samples. George
quickly ruled out any fungal pathogens. Steve, how-
ever, had struck entomological gold. Heput the
samplewe gave him under his40x powered micro-
scope, apiece of equipment wedid not previously
have, and o and behold, there they were—Eriophyid
mites

Eriophyid mitesare part of agroup of insectsthat are
mostly unknown and undescribed. They arevery small
(their sizeismeasured in micrometers) and areunde-
tectablewith aconventional hand-lensor common
dissecting microscope. Thesetorpedo-shaped, dow
movinginsectsdivein and out of leaf somatato feed
oninterior leaf tissue. On conifers, their damageis
expressed by chlorotic, distorted, or dwarfed needles,
by rosetted bud/needle clusterssimilar to witches -
brooms, by galls, and by partia defoliation of old as
well ascurrent season’sneedles. They arefound on
thebudsandfoliageof all North American conifer
species. Because these mitesarenot visiblewithout
powerful magnification, they often go undetected until
extensive damage has occurred.
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Onpine, Eriophyid mitesinitially congregate between
the needles (where Steve found them), but as popul a-
tionincrease, they will cover theentire base of the
needle under the sheath. Eventualy, they destroy the
entire base of the needlethrough feeding. Littleis
described, or even known, of Eriophyid mitesthat
parasitize other speciesof coniferssuch asColorado
blue spruce and Douglasfir, dthough mention of one
speciesof Eriophyid miteisreported on Douglasfirin
coastal Californiaand Oregon. A newdletter from
Minnesotareported the same problem on Black Hills
spruce, white spruce, and Col orado blue spruce.
Elsawhereinthe continental U.S., they have been
reported on Douglasfir, most speciesof truefir,
hemlock, juniper, pine, and spruce.

| have suspected Eriophyid mitesthrough theyears,
but was never ableto find even one under my scope
(it'snot even closeto 40x power). Now that we have
one confirmed diagnosis—which hasled usto reopen
the Case of the Deformed Trees—we arein the
processof pulling recordsof unidentified problems

from the past on trees acrossthe state of 1daho.
Landownersand county faculty will be contacted and
askedto collect samplesthissummer. Wearefairly
confident that wewill find Eriophyid miteson severa
of our unsolved mysteries.

Thegood newsis, we have made apositiveidentifica-
tion. Thebad newsis, standard treatmentsfor mites,
whichisdormant oil application beforebud break in
the spring, doesn’t seem to beagood control method.
A systemicinsecticide might work, but thereareno
productsregistered for use on conifersfor this particu-
lar insect. A systemicinsecticidetria isbeing devel-
oped by Ul researchersand privateindustry to look
for anew product that may control thesemiteson
conifers.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val.
12, No. 1.
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