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Diagnosis involves getting 
“The Big Picture” as well as 
symptoms on the individual 
tree.



Big Picture vs. Little Picture
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Clues May Be Found At 
Several Levels Of Observation
.
Observe the surrounding stand, the group of 
adjacent trees and the individual tree with the 
problem.

Gather as many clues as possible

Be aware of associations between two of more 
damaging agents. What appears to be the 
obvious culprit may actually be secondary to the 
“real” problem.



Clues To Look For:
1. Symptoms and Signs

2. Damage Patterns

3. Damage Pattern Development

4. Past History



Symptoms



Signs



2. Damage Patterns

Location within tree- (foliage, 
branches, roots, etc.)

Distribution within tree and stand-
(old foliage only, only one tree 
species, only a particular geographic 
location)



3. Damage Pattern 
Development

Speed of Death- slow or fast

Damage in single event, multiple 
single events or gradual progression



Slow Decline- Root Disease



Rapid Mortality- Bark Beetles



4. Past History

Previous weather events

Previous insect or disease outbreaks

Past human activities

Previous fire history



A Few Hints & Generalities 
(Beware- Exceptions Exist!)

1. Abiotic factors tend to produce 
symptoms that are more uniform, 
non-specific, and widespread.
Insects and pathogens tend to be 
more specific, progressive and less 
uniformly distributed.



A Few Hints & Generalities

2. Abiotic factors don’t leave 
biotic signs!



This is not abiotic!



A Few Hints & Generalities 

3. Common associations include: 
- Root disease/bark beetles
- Bark beetles/wood borers
- Defoliators/bark beetles/

wood borers
- Dwarf mistletoes/cankers/

bark beetles



Heterobasidion Root Disease 
and Bark Beetles 



A Few Hints & Generalities 

4. Stumps, down logs, root wads and 
standing dead trees (other than the 
ones you are concerned about) are 
valuable resources for diagnosis, 
especially for root disease. Do not 
overlook them!



Stumps Can Indicate Root 
Disease!



A Process For Diagnosis

Note- the order of the steps 
(except for the last one) does 
not matter. 



1. Notice the damage to 
the affected tree(s).



2. Look at the symptoms 
and damage patterns 
on the affected 
tree(s).



3. Look for signs. 
This can involve prying 
under the bark, digging up 
roots, etc.



4. Look at damage 
patterns and damage 
pattern development 
in adjacent trees.



5. Use personal or local 
knowledge, records, 
or search on-site for 
evidence of past 
history to aid 
diagnosis.



6. Be aware of common 
damage agent 
associations.



7. Arrive at diagnosis 
based on thorough 
observation and your 
knowledge of damage 
agents.



When Uncertain – Call In The 
Experts!
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