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n late summer, the existence of laurel wilt
disease was positively identified in Greene
County. After “wilting” sassafras trees were
recognized along Highway 43 in the south-
ern portion of the county in September,
Alabama Forestry Commission personnel col-
lected stem samples from one of these symp-
tomatic trees and sent them to the USDA Forest
Service laboratory for verification. The results
of the analysis confirmed the presence of laurel
wilt fungus (Raffaelea lauricola). This makes
the third county in Alabama to receive confir-
q mation of the pathogen; the disease was detect-
ed in Marengo and Mobile counties in 2011.
In North America, trees in the laurel (Lauraceae)
family are susceptible to laurel wilt. Redbay and
swampbay are the most common host species of
the disease, but sassafras is being attacked more
frequently. Other laurel species such as avocado,
pondspice, pondberry, spicebush, and camphor
are also potential hosts.
The only known causal agent of laurel wilt
059‘ disease is the redbay ambrosia beetle (Xyleborus
st\o glabratus), imported from Southeast Asia. It has con-
tinued to spread into new territories by natural progres-
sion and the movement of infested fire wood. Since its
initial detection in Georgia in 2002, the disease has spread
into five other southeastern states — South Carolina, North
Carolina, Florida, Mississippi, and Alabama.

Approximately 1/16 inch long and dark brown to black, the
redbay ambrosia beetle will bore into a host tree and infect it
with the deadly laurel wilt fungus. The fungus moves through
the vascular system of the tree disrupting the flow of water and
nutrients, resulting in dark purple to black streaks in the sap-
wood. Leaves on the affected tree eventually turn olive-grey to
reddish-brown. In most cases, the symptom of wilting leaves first
appears on a single branch, but soon afterwards will be present
throughout the entire crown. At times, small round entrance
holes are noticeable on the stems from which toothpick-like
tubes of compacted sawdust may protrude. The affected tree
eventually dies within 4 to 12 weeks after the initial attack.

Controlling this disease can be quite difficult. Salvaging
infested trees and chipping the wood into small one-inch pieces
can impede the spread. Burning the wood or covering it with a
tarpaulin can also stop the movement of redbay ambrosia beetles.
Another useful action is halting the transport of infested wood
long distances to prevent new introductions of this disease into

unaffected areas.
q e O l l I I If wilting leaves are identified on redbay or sassafras trees,
please contact your local Alabama Forestry Commission office.

At this time, early detection is the best method for documenting
and potentially stopping the spread of this disease. For more
information on laurel wilt, redbay ambrosia beetles, and other
non-native invasive pests, visit www.dontmovefirewood.org.f
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