Trees of the Year 2024 — Tree #1 — A note on white pine blister rust

The age of this tree can be estimated to be around 50 years (by counting the whorls
of branches). Given it is a bit more than 32 m high, it means it has grown on average
1.56 m per year, which is the height of many adult women.

This particular western white pine (Pinus monticola), recognizable by its whorls of 5
needles and long curved cone, seems free of the white pine blister rust fungus
(Cronartium rubicola) which kills many of its kin. Native to China, this rust was first
discovered on currants in New York state in 1906. Orange pustules on the underside
of the leaves are full of spores that can travel up to 300 m carried by wind. It was
then found on white pine seedlings imported from Europe in 1909. Native white pines
did not seem to have much resistance to the rust, whereas some Asian and
European white pines are resistant to it. This rust is the only one that can infect white
pines.

Infected branches can be pruned (and burned), which reduces the chances of
infecting neighbouring trees, but if the trunk is attacked then the tree will die.
Needles of infected trees turn brown and die, and the affected tree is more
susceptible to attacks by insects. Infected branches turn bright red. The rust needs
two hosts to complete its life cycle. One is currants (black currant, gooseberry, etc.),
from which the infection moves to pines and back again. Removing currants and
banning their planting though, as was the practice in the USA from 1912 to 1966,
does not seem to affect the cycle much: very small pieces of root left in the soil are
enough for a whole plant to regrow, and birds widely disseminate seeds in their
droppings. The rust prefers cooler temperatures and high humidity, which explains
why more young trees are affected. The specimen here should be fine as it is
exposed to the sun and is less affected by dew.

Genetics has led to rust-resistant western white pines for purchase. Selecting
planting spots that are high-sloped, well drained and south-facing further reduces the
risk of infection and transmission.
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