
Oak Management Information 
 

 
These oak disorders may sometimes be confused with oak wilt: anthracnose, decline, and infestation 
with two-lined chestnut borer. 
 

 
Trees in the red or white oak group are susceptible to a group of fungal leaf diseases collectively called 
"anthracnose," that may be locally severe if weather conditions in the spring are cool and wet for an 
extended period during leaf expansion, which favors development of such diseases. Anthracnose 
diseases are usually more severe in the lower portions of the crown, often causing the affected leaves to 
fall early in summer. Leaves in the upper portion of the crown may remain attached. Leaf symptoms 
usually include brown spots or patches that expand outward to the leaf margins. Although the leaves 
may be curled and distorted, they usually do not wilt.  
 

 
Oaks throughout the eastern and southern United States are susceptible to a "decline" syndrome, which 
is defined as a disease caused by the interaction of several injurious agents working simultaneously. In 
the case of oak decline these factors can include drought, defoliation, fungi that cause stem cankers or 
root diseases, and wood-boring beetles. The interaction of these factors may result in the decline and 
death of oak trees over a local or regional area.  
 
Symptoms vary greatly, and differentiating oak decline from oak wilt can be quite difficult. The absence 
of the typical leaf symptoms of oak wilt and the retention of dead leaves on the tree are indicators of oak 
decline. Trees killed by oak wilt are usually completely defoliated and retain few living or dead leaves, 
but this may not be a consistent symptom for red oaks in the South.  
 
Oak wilt usually occurs in discrete, spreading pockets of mortality, with trees on the margins of the 
infection center becoming infected over time. Declines may occur in discrete pockets, or over a fairly 
large area, but do not typically spread outward from an initial infection center. Trees in decline may die 
over a period of years, or may ultimately survive a decline episode with only dead branches in the 
crown.  
 

 
The two-lined chestnut borer (Agrilus bilineatus) is an insect that attacks oaks, especially those 
weakened by drought or defoliation. Larvae of the insect make tunnels in the inner bark, causing branch 
or even tree mortality. Symptoms usually begin in the upper portion of the crown and proceed 
downward, but this pattern is variable. The insects leave a distinctive "D-shaped" exit hole about 1-2 
mm in diameter when they mature and leave the tree. Initial symptoms are usually single or scattered 
dying branches that often retain brown leaves until autumn 
 
 
 



Oak Wilt 
Diagnosis 
Accurate diagnosis of oak wilt is essential before costly control efforts are begun. Foresters, arborists, or 
pathologists experienced with oak wilt can often diagnose the problem in the field using host species, 
symptoms and mortality patterns. Properly sampling suspect trees and culturing in a qualified laboratory 
may be necessary in some cases. See the publication, "How to Collect Field Samples and Identify the 
Oak Wilt Fungus in the Laboratory" for additional information 
White oaks usually die slowly, one branch at a time, over a period of one to many years. Wilting and 
death of leaves on individual branches occur in a similar fashion to the disease in red oaks, but usually 
progresses much more slowly. Affected leaves exhibit a pattern of discoloration similar to that seen in 
red oaks, with discoloration proceeding from the margins to the base, sometimes interrupted by the leaf 
veins (Fig. 7A). Brown streaking in the outer growth rings is often readily apparent even to an untrained 
observer in infected white oaks and bur oaks, but may be missing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Predisposing Stresses 
Root pathogens (Armillaria) 
Bark pathogens (Hypoxylon) 
 
 
OAK DECLINE DEFINED 
 
Some characteristics of declining trees may be: 
1. Reduced growth. 
a. Shoot growth elongation. 
b. Diameter growth. 
2. Dieback. 
a. Twigs and branches. 
b. Roots. 
3. Sprouts arising from latent or adventitious 
4. Chlorotic foliage. 
5. Premature fall coloration. 
6. Reduced stored food reserves. 
7. Reduced resistance to attacks by opportunistic 
   pathogens and insects. 

Yard trees 

Yard trees are high value and homeowners may want to take additional measures to prevent infestation 
of their oak trees. Here is what to do: 

If dry conditions continue, water healthy and declining oaks on a regular basis during the growing 
season. Trees, with less than 50% dieback, may be saved by heavy watering during droughty weather. If 
rainfall is inadequate, make sure trees get at least one inch of water per week in May through August. 
Water so that the entire root system receives this amount of moisture and so it soaks deep into the soil. 
Remember the absorbing roots also occur beyond the dripline. 

Strictly avoid using fertilizers and/or herbicides on lawns and gardens within 50 feet of an oak 
tree. Fertilizers will only hurt an ailing tree and herbicides kill tree roots too, leading to more root 
system loss. 

Avoid practices that destroy or smother roots. Root loss will drastically affect tree vigor. Practices 
which damage roots include trenching or burying utility lines which sever the roots; compacting the soil 
around the roots by driving and parking of vehicles on roots systems; smothering roots by paving or 
temporarily storing excavated soil over the root system; or, by changing soil grade, either adding or 
removing soil. 

Control other insects that cause defoliation before 60% of the foliage is lost. Once defoliation 
reaches this level, the trees may re-foliate and this decreases tree vigor further. Develop and implement 
spray plans if heavy defoliation is predicted to occur for the second or third consecutive year.  

 


