Western and Central Regions.  Mountain Pine Beetle Attacking Urban Trees. (October  9, 2009)
Many counties in the western region of Montana have been experiencing an outbreak of mountain pine beetle in their forested lands for several years.  Not much larger than a grain of rice, this small beetle, also known by its scientific name, Dendroctonus  ponderosae, can devastate large areas of pine forest. However, outbreaks typically occur in mature forests and this native insect plays a natural role in regenerating western pine forests. Patches of red dying pine trees on many of Montana’s mountain sides are a visible sign of this insect’s activity that can begin to look like a “sea of red”.
With literally millions of beetles inhabiting the forests surrounding our communities their spill over into our urban environments is inevitable.  In the western region, cities such as Butte and Missoula have been battling mountain pine beetles for several years.  More recently counties in the central region, including Toole, Pondera, Teton and Cascade counties have reported beetle attacks. Urban and shelter belt trees can have significant aesthetic and sentimental value, and the prospect of losing such valuable trees can cause considerable alarm. Prior to taking hasty action in attempts to save trees or prevent the further spread of mountain pine beetle damage, it is vital to be well informed of its biology and management.  Fortunately, we have time to prepare. Following is a short summary of some important points.
1) Recognize the signs & symptoms. Adult beetles fly during the summer, typically during July and August, looking for suitable trees. The first “pioneers” to find a tree emit a chemical odor that attracts hundreds of additional beetles in a mass attack that overcomes the tree. The tiny beetles chew small round holes through the bark on the tree trunk, and pine trees will exude pitch in an attempt to repel them. Hundreds of these “pitch tubes” look like popcorn covering the tree stem and are one the first symptoms.  The female beetles chew a vertical gallery on the inside of the bark laying eggs along the way. Beetle larvae (grubs) hatch from the eggs and begin feeding in a horizontal direction producing a characteristic pattern underneath the bark.  The burrowing activity of the beetles often results in a layer of refuse that accumulates at the base of the tree that looks like sawdust. 
2) Mass attacked trees will not recover. The stems of mass attacked trees are girdled by the feeding activity of the insects and by “blue stain” fungi transmitted by the beetles that eventually cuts off the flow of water and nutrients.  Much like a Christmas tree, mass attacked trees will stay green during the fall and winter season, finally turning red the following summer from a lack of water and nutrients. Peeling a small section of bark during the fall season will provide conclusive evidence of a beetle infestation and eventual fate of the tree. Treating trees with systemic or topical insecticides after they have been mass attacked will not save them – the beetle and the fungi that they transmit have done their damage.
3) There is time to develop a management plan for next year.  Beetles are no longer flying and attacking trees. Beetle larvae remain under the bark of attacked trees over the winter, and next spring they will resume feeding and develop into adults. This new generation of beetles will emerge from the attacked trees next summer looking for new trees to infest.  This fall and winter is a time to assess damage to trees on your property and to make plans for protecting healthy trees from beetle attack next year. Several options are available. Infested trees can be removed to reduce the risk of emerging beetles attacking neighboring trees next summer. Trees attacked during the summer of 2008 can be removed any time before (but not after) June 1 of 2009. However, to kill the beetles underneath the bark, the trees must be chipped, or burned, or debarked, or buried under five inches of soil prior to June 1 of 2009. Healthy trees can be protected next summer with preventative treatments applied before June 15 of 2009. Insecticides can be applied to the trunk of the tree or a repellent chemical odor stapled to the tree trunk. 
4) Support resources are on the way. Montana State University (MSU) Extension Entomology and the Forestry Division of the Department of Natural Resources & Conservation (DNRC) are cooperatively developing management recommendations for mountain pine beetle in urban settings to support the efforts of communities and homeowners that are battling this insect pest.  Learn to identify the tree species growing on your property. The primary hosts are native lodge pole and ponderosa pines and the introduced ornamental Scots pine, but at outbreak populations all species of pine can be attacked by the mountain pine beetle along with spruce and fir trees as well.

Summary

1)  Watch for the signs of mountain pine beetle attack. 2) This fall and winter survey the level of damage on your property. 3) Develop a management plan for protecting healthy trees from attack next summer.  4) Watch for additional support publications coming from MSU Extension Entomology and the Forestry Division of DNRC this winter.  For additional information visit the DNRC website: www.dnrc.mt.gov/forestry/assistance/pests/default.asp
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