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White Pine Blister Rust: Pruning Can Increase Survival
Chris Schnepf

Thebeauty and value of western white pineinspired
legidatorsto nameit Idaho’'sstatetree. Whitepine
growsin other states, but isstrongly identified with
|daho because historically it was so omnipresent here.
Evenoutsdethestate, thetreeisstill oftenreferredto
as"ldahowhiteping”. White pineismuch less present
inldaho’sforestsnow than it oncewas, largely
because of adisease called white pineblister rust.

Blister Rust. White pineblister rust wasintroduced
tothe United Statesfrom Europeintheearly 1900's.
The disease had adevastating effect on western white
pinetrees, sincethey had not evolved together with
the disease. Blister rust also attacks other five needle
pines such aswhitebark pine, eastern white pineand
sugar pine.

Blister rust will not spread fromtreetotree. It requires
ashrubinthe genus Ribes (gooseberriesand currants)
asan dternate host to completeitslifecycle. The
disease goesfrom Ribesto white pineto Ribesand so
on. Rust infectswhite pinethroughtheneedles. The
fungusthen spreadsdown the branch to themain stem
of thetree, whereit eventudly killsthetree abovethat
point.

Combating Blister Rust. From 1924-1966, blister
rust control efforts concentrated on attempting to
eradicate Ribes plantsinthewoods. Thethinking was
that if you removed Ribes, therust would loose its
aternate host and stop spreading. Ultimately, this
method wasnot very effective. Ribeswasdifficult to
eradicate, and few plantswere needed to maintain the
diseasecycle.

Breeding rust resistance into tree seedlings, aswas
donewith agronomic crops such aswheat, hasbeen
moreeffective. Inthe 1930’ sforestersbegan noticing

white pinetreesin thewoodsthat wereresisting the
rust. Startingin 1949, materia wascollected from
thesetreesto start awhite pine breeding effort. That
program now producestreesthat are at |east 60%
resistant to blister rust on most sites, using avariety of
defense mechanisms. Planting these seedlingsin
conditionswherethey will thriveisauseful tool to
restoreldaho’s statetreeto northern Idaho ecosys-
tems.

Naturally Seeded WhitePine. But what if you have
lotsof white pineestablishing naturaly? Thesetrees
have not been through an intensive geneticsprogram,
andwill bemorevulnerableto blister rust. Do not
necessarily writethem off. Thebranchesclosest tothe
ground arethe highest risk for rust infection, because
environmenta conditionsfor rust infectionaremore
favorablethere. If thegreen branchesareat least 8
feet off theground, thetree hasalower risk of mortal-
ity fromblister rust.

If awhite pine hasgreen brancheslower than 8 fest,
pruning those branchesremovesthem asasource of
infection. In plotsstudied by the US Forest Service
throughout northern Idaho, pruning naturally regener-
ated white pine 8-10 feet up from the ground de-
creased blister rust mortality by nearly 50% over 20
years, compared to control plots.

Tipson Pruning WhitePinefor Blister Rust.

How many treesto prune? Before pruning, you may
want to samplefor “prunable” trees. If alarge per-
centage of treeshave“lethal” cankers (bole cankersor
branch cankerswith margins< 6 inchesfromthebole)
pruning may not beworthwhile, especidly if you are
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paying someoneto doit. Consider your objectivesfor
thesite. With normal forest pruning, you would
probably prune 100-150 trees per acreonthefirst
pruning. But if you are concerned about root disease
(whitepineismoreres stant than Douglas-fir and
grandfir) or for other reasonswant to maximizewhite
pine, you may want to pruneevery prunabletree,
especidly if you havefew to beginwith, snceyou are
goingtolose sometreesto rust even with pruning.

How soon to start pruning? With normal forest
pruning, you usualy wait until treesareat least 17 feet
tall, toincreasethelikelihood of pruning futurecrop
trees. However, when pruning white pine primarily for
blister rust, start pruning early, whenthetreesare 6-10
feet high. The sooner thelower branchesare pruned,
thebetter chancetreeshave of escaping blister rust. If
you have more white pine than you need, you may
want towait, tolet therust * select out” themost
vulnerabletreesbefore pruning. Pruneno higher than
50% of atree'sheight, to maintain ahealthy crown
(e.g. ona6foot treeyou would only prune up 3 feet).
You can prune up higher asthetreegrowstaller.

Thinning and pruning. Pruning isanintensiveforest
management practice. If you pruneyou should aso
congder thinning. Thinningin conjunctionwith pruning
isbeneficia becausetheincreased growth helps
pruning cuts seal sooner and grow more clean wood.
However, thinning without pruning may increaseblister
rust potential because moreunderstory light may
increase Ribesand reduces self-pruning of lower
branches. Normally, youwould thinayear or two
prior to pruning, to givetreestimeto usetheincreased
light, moistureand nutrientsto devel op faster growth
and sedl pruning cutsfaster. However, whenthinningin
conjunctionwith blister rust pruning, you may want to
prunefirst. Pruning requiresacloser inspection of
individua treesfor cankersthan thinning. When
thinning it may beeasier to accidentaly cut prunable
treesand leave cankered trees.

Check closely for lethal cankers before pruning.
Generdly, if atreedready hasletha cankersitis
considered unprunable—therustiswell onitsway to
killing thetree. Make sureyou correctly identify
cankers. A number of books have color photos of

blister rust cankers (seereferencesbelow). Moistening
cankerswith awater bottle may help you seethe
margin of thecanker moreclearly.

Pruning methods? Most forest pathol ogists recom-
mend leaving abranch collar when pruning, toleavea
smdler wound, promotequicker heding, and minimize
decay. Othersbelievethat coniferssed pruning
woundswith pitch and leaving acollar unnecessarily
delaystheformation of clear wood over the cut
(“occluson™). When pruning white pinebranchesfor
blister rust, you may want to be conservative and
leaveabranch collar. Generaly youwill be pruning
brancheswhen theboleissmall enough to stay well
withinthe4-6inch DOS (“ diameter outsde stubs’)
desired for clear wood production. If youareusing a
saw to prune 1.5inch diameter and larger branches,
consder usng asmall undercut to prevent thinwhite
pinebark from stripping. Although rust cankersare
more obviousinthe spring, avoid pruning then, as
bark dipsmoreeasly (unlessyou areusing ashearsor
loppersrather than asaw). Painting pruning cutsisnot
recommended. Paint can trap moisture—providinga
morefavorableenvironment for decay.

Prune needles attached to bole. Consider wiping
needlesattached directly to bole, asthey provide
blister rust with direct accessto the bole. White pine
can bevery pitchy, souseglovesfor this.

Check for basal branches. White pine commonly has
small brancheslaying closetotheground or hidingin
theduff then resurfacing afoot or morefromthetree
with green needles. These are easy to missif youdon't
“root around” alittle at the base of thetreefor them.

Clear logs? Themost blister rust reduction comes
from pruning up thefirst 8-10feet. Pruning higher
provideslessrust reduction per branch cut. However,
you should consider pruning up to 18-19feet (16.5
feet for thelog plus somedlowancefor ssump height —
perhapseven moreif you want to consider metriclog
lengths) to get the added advantage of alarge, clear,
vauablewhite pinelog at harvest time. Prunefewer
trees(50-100 trees/acre). If conditions permit, pruning
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inthewinter while standing on asnow pack may make
thistask easier.

Pruning tools.

» Shearg/loppers. For thefirst six feet, hand
shearsare often adequatefor branchesaveraging
<1/2inchindiameter. Some hand shearshavea
“ratchet” mechanismthat allowslarger cuts. For
larger diameter branches, loppersareuseful.
“New Zedand” styleloppers(cattlepolling
shearsmodifiedfor forest pruning) cancut larger
diameter branchesthan conventional loppers. On
both hand shearsand loppers, “bypass’ blades
tend to makeacleaner cut than*anvil” style
blades.

» Saws. Sawsarealso useful and comein many
forms. Sawswith chainsaw styleteeth areeasier
to sharpen than thetriangular tooth style, but the
newer aggressively serrated teeth may cut alittle
faster. Saw bladesmay be mounted on simple
handles, folding handles, or ax handles.

* Polesaws. For pruning tolog lengths, pole
pruning sawsare effective. Besureto check for
theweightsand* springiness’ of thepole(lessis
better on each). For “ Timthe Tool-Man Taylor”
fans, thereare mechanized pole prunerswitha
small chain saw ontheend of apole, but they
aremore expensive, may be heavy, and cantake
moretimein repair and maintenance. They are
also easier to damagethetreewith.

*» Sources. Hardware and garden stores stock
many of thesetools. For pruning toolsspecial-
izedtoforest pruning, check forestry supply
cata ogs. These should be availablethrough your
local chainsaw shops.

Western white pineisaval uable specieson many
levels. Pruning can significantly improvewhite pine
survival, so much that someforestersare even consid-
ering pruning blister rust resistant stock. Pruning can
also beasatisfying activity —no noisefrom chainsaws,
animmediate concreteimprovement inyour forest,
and you can do asmuch or aslittleasyou want at
your own pace. Itisalso arelatively safe practice, so
itiseasy toinvolvethewholefamily intheactivity or
providework opportunitiesfor young neighbors. For

moreinformation onthetopicsdiscussed here, please
seethereferenceslisted here. Some of these should
beavailablethrough your loca Extenson office.
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