PREDICTING TREE MORTALITY FOLLOWING GYPSY MOTH DEFOLIATION'
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Abstract: Appropriate application of gypsy moth control strategies requires an accurate
prediction of the distribution and intensity of tree mortality prior to defoliation. This prior
information is necessary to better target investments in control activities where they are
needed. This poster lays the groundwork for developing hazard-rating systems for forests of
the Appalachian Plateau (AP) and the Ridge and Valley (R&V) by comparing the impact of
gypsy moth defoliation in these two provinces.

METHODS

Field plots were established in defoliated and undefoliated stands of both provinces from
1984-1986. Two hundred and twenty-seven 1/10-acre circular plots were located primarily on
State Game Lands in Somerset County, Pennsylvania, and 158 plots were located at Green
Ridge State Forest in Allegany County, Maryland. All plots were located along the leading
edge of gypsy moth infestation and represented a range of site and stand conditions. On each
plot, tree variables (e.g. species, height and d.b.h.) and site characteristics (e.g. site index,
slope inclination and aspect) were measured. From 1984-1989, each tree was evaluated for
defoliation and vigor annually. In 1989, all variables measured during plot establishment
were remeasured. Z-tests were used to test for differences in initial stand conditions and in
tree mortality between the two provinces.

RESULTS
Initial Stand Conditions

Pre-defoliation stand conditions were similar for the two provinces. On average, plots were
located in fully stocked mixed-oak stands that had an average diameter of 8 inches. Initial
stocking ranged from 72% to 91% and average basal area ranged from 101 to 109 square feet
per acre. Stands in the R&V province contained a higher proportion of oak. Oaks in
undefoliated stands of the R&V were evenly divided between northern red oak, black/scarlet
oak, white oak and chestnut oak. In defoliated R&V stands, white oak and the black/scarlet
oak group accounted for 81% of the total stand basal area. No non-host species accounted for
a significant proportion of the R&V stands. In the AP, chestnut oak and northern red oak
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dominated the oak composition. Red maple was the most abundant of the non-host species
present in the AP.

Defoliation History

Defoliation histories differed between the two provinces due to differences in land
management philosophies. In the AP, lands managed by the Pennsylvania Game Commission
were not treated following defoliation. Plot defoliation in the AP (weighted by d.b.h.)
averaged nearly 60% in 1985 and 1986, 23% in 1987 and less than 10% in 1988 and 1989.
The gypsy moth management strategy at Green Ridge State Forest was to limit defoliation by
aerial application of Dimilin. The data suggest that our research areas were sprayed
following a single year of heavy defoliation in 1985 (ave. defoliation = 55%). The following
year, average defoliation had dropped to < 2%.

Tree Mortality

As expected from the differences in defoliation history, tree mortality was greater in the AP
(34%) than in the R&V (16%) even though R&YV stands contained more oak. In both
provinces, as the amount of oak in stands increased, so did the amount of mortality. This
increase was more noticeable in the AP than in the R&V due to the larger variability in
species composition of AP stands.

Mortality also increased with the number and intensity of defoliations. Undefoliated stands
had less than 10% basal area loss. A single defoliation increased mortality to between 16%
(R&V) and 24% (AP); two, three and four defoliations resulted in 34, 45, and 77% mortality
in the Appalachian Plateau. When the average annual defoliation over the five-year period
was less than 20%, basal area loss was less than 20% in both provinces. In the R&V, which
suffered one severe defoliation in five years (i.e. ave. annual defol. always < 20%), only one
plot exceeded 25% mortality. In the AP, when average annual defoliation over the five-year
period was greater than 25%, basal area loss exceeded 29%. When the average defoliation
was greater than 40%, at least 56% of the stand basal area died.

Slope inclination, aspect, and site quality also appear to influence tree mortality following
gypsy moth defoliation. In the R&V, mortality was greatest (30%) on fair sites
(NROSI=60-70) and lowest (11%) on the poorest sites (NROSI < 60). In the AP, mortality
was greatest on the poor and fair sites (32 and 35% respectively) and lowest (9%) on the
good sites (NROSI>70). In the AP, slopes greater than 20% had the greatest mortality
(31-46%) while there was no relationship between slope inclination and tree mortality in the
R&YV. In the AP, mortality was greatest on southern and southeastern aspects (41 & 55%)
and lowest on southwestern and eastern aspects (< 10%). In the R&V, mortality was greatest
on northeastern through southeastern aspects (26, 20, 29%) and lowest on northern through
western aspects (8, 13, 10%).

It is difficult to accurately predict tree mortality following defoliation because of the complex
interaction of host vigor, insect populations, weather, secondary organism populations and site
conditions. However, the results indicate that the proportion of oak and the level of
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defoliation in a stand are the strongest foretellers of tree mortality. Several site conditions
also appear to be related to mortality; however, these relationships may be driven by species
composition. The testing of these interactions will need to be completed as part of the process
of developing a gypsy moth hazard-rating system for Appalachian hardwood stands.




