
A pictorial account of paper birch decline and death in Thunder Bay, Ontario             by EC Setliff 
  
Chondrostereum purpureum (Fr.) Pouz. was associated with the death of a copse of young birch trees upon my arrival at 
Lakehead University campus in the summer of 1985. Three years later, a neighborhood spokesman in the Fort William 
section of town raised concern because city authorities proposed cutting down all of the paper birch trees along Isabella 
St. because they would die anyway. I was called upon as someone able to provide a second opinion about how to 
proceed. At the start of my inspection, I happened to park adjacent to a completely dead birch, and noticed multiple 
fruiting bodies of C. purpureum growing out of the trunk. Other large street trees were mostly foliated, but many were 
showing decline and dieback symptoms.  At the time, the cause of the dieback was still uncertain, but C. purpureum was 
the strongly suspected pathogen. Photographs taken during the initial inspection in the summer of 1988 are shown in 
Figs. 1-3.  

Fig. 1. Branch yellowing and dieback symptoms in large paper 
birch street trees along with healthy tree on right. 

Fig. 2. Dead 
and/or dying 
lateral birch 
branches. >>>>>> 
 
< Fig. 3. Dieback 
and yellowing 
symptoms.   
 
Comments: The paper birch trees on Isabella St. were in various states 
of health from fully foliated and apparently healthy to dead. The 
disease progressed much more quickly in small trees as compared to 
large trees. The decision was made in favor of keeping the trees until 
such time that their degraded appearance recommended their removal. 
In the meantime, trees removed would be replaced by other tree 
species less susceptible to C. purpureum.  
 
The number of broadleaved tree species suitable for planting in towns 
and cities in the boreal ecosystem of Canada is limited, and historically 
paper birch was a favored species. From this time in 1988, I became 
aware of the huge impact silver leaf disease of birch was having on 
birch trees along streets and in yards throughout the city. The following 
photographs record additional observations of birch dieback and death 
in various parts of the city:  

          



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
                  Fig. 4a. Thinning of foliage symptoms, 48 Winnipeg St.,   Fig. 4b. Same tree as in Fig. 4a but one year later,  
                  Thunder Bay, ON, Aug. 1990.                         June 1991. Death occurred in a very short time span. 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5. Flagging  
symptom in 
birch, 126 
Winnipeg St., 
Thunder Bay,  
ON, Aug. 1990>> 
          Fig.	6.	Recently	cut	paper	birch	stump	with	C.		
											 purpureum	fruiting	bodies	-	near	Port	Arthur	clinic,  
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 							Sept.	1992.	
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