Casual observations of silver leaf disease of poplar/birch in Europe by EC Setliff

Birch in its youth is able to stand very adverse soil and climatic conditions.
It is extremely hardy to both winter cold and spring frost. In Britain,
however, it becomes liable to dieback from about thirty years of age
onwards, so that healthy old birches are comparative rare. To what extent
this dieback is fungal or physiological is not known. TR Peace, 1962

Paper birch are fast growing trees, but are generally short-lived, with an
average life span of 80 years. Ontario Wildlife Foundation, 2022

In walking toward the biology building on the Bath University campus
on the first day of my sabbatical, | noticed a medium sized poplar tree
with dieback symptoms just outside where | would be spending a few
months. Upon closer inspection, | noticed pruning scars on the trunk
of this tree as well as fruiting bodies of Chondrostereum purpureum
(Fr.) Pouz. (Fig. 1a) nearby at the base of dead adventitious sprouts.
Later, the tree was cut down in the fall (Fig. 1b) and fruiting bodies of
C. purpureum soon proliferated from the stump (Fig. 1b). The dark
discoloration of the wood (Fig. 1b) was typical with what was
observed in 1989-1991 on many of the dying and dead birch trees on
the Lakehead University campus in Thunder Bay, Ontario (1).

This particular tree was not alone in its suffering. Nearby was a cherry
tree with a canopy of thinning foliage (Fig. 2) and leaves with silver-
leaf symptoms. Thus began a rather casual search for birch/poplar
dieback throughout the U.K. and in other areas of Europe where we
spent some time, viz. France, Belgium and The Netherlands.
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Fig. 1b. Fruitin rm rcenl cut

Populus sp.

Fig. 2. Cherry with thinning crown nearby to the Populus
shown in Figs. 1a and 1b. >>>>>>>>5>5>>555555555555>55>5>>>>

Figures 3-5 that follow were taken in Belgium, England and Scotland.
Dying and dead birch and poplar were only occasionally observed.
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Fig. 3a. Dead sler birch in the aeaAothhe
Parliament building in Brussels, Belgium.

FAig. 3b. Muliple frufting bodies of C. purpureum
along the trunk (arrows).
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<Fig. 5. Row of healthy Betula pendula near Mons, Belgium.

Literature Cited — MclLaughlin, JA. 1991. A study of Chondrostereum
purpureum and its role in the decline of white birch in Thunder Bay.
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