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Efforts to protect Gilmer’s hemlocks continue

by Whitney Crouch

werouch@ timescourier.com

The stately hemlock trees
of Gilmer County are under
attack from a sap sucking,
aphid-like insect called the
hemlock wooly adelgid.
Native to Japan, these pests
were accidentally intro-
duced to Virginia in the
1950s and have since
spread up and down the
Appalachians.

Local County Extension
Agent Michael Wheeler
described this threat as
“probably the biggest issue
we've had affect the eastern
ecosystem since the 1930s
chestnut blight.”

Indeed, massive stands of
hemlock trees in the
Shenandoah Valley of
Virginia, Joyce Kilmer-
Slickrock Wilderness and
many other beautiful
forests have been reduced to
groves of matchsticks

“IWel just don’t need for
that to be the case in
Georgia,” said Donna

Shearer of the nonprofit
organization Save Georgia's
Hemlocks (www.savegeor-
giashemlocks.org).

The adelgids were first
discovered in Georgia in
2003 near Ellicot Rock in
Rabun County and have
since arrived in Gilmer
County.

“It doesn’t matter if it's
the east or west side of the
county — it's here,” Wheeler
observed.

The insects attach to a
tree at the base of its nee-
dles and then proceed to
suck all of the water and
nutrients out of the hemlock
as if it were a giant straw.
Since the adelgids are
roughly the size of a period
in a book, it is easy for birds,
mammals and humans to
unconsciously spread them
from one area to another.

From November to June,
infested trees are easily rec-
ognized because their
branches are covered in
small bundles of waxy sacs.
The rest of the year, the
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Trees infested by hemlock wooly adelgids are easily recognized from November to
June by white, waxy sacs. If no steps are taken to treat the tree, it will die.

adelgids are in their nymph
stage and are harder to rec-
ognize. Sick trees can still
be identified, however, by
their dull green or brown
coloration.

Unless treated, infected

trees will die within three or
four years, and unfortunate-
ly, by the time you see evi-
dence of the adelgid, it has
probably been on the tree a
year.

“The hemlocks are a key-

stone species that are
important to a lot of other
plants and  animals”
observed Shearer.
Ecologically, these trees

See Hemlocks page 3D
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Hemlocks

play a wvital mole because they
help to keep streams cold, clean
and oxygenated, prevent socdl
emsion and provide an ideal
environment for several endan-
gered shade- loving planta.

is very, very serious,” Shearer
contipned. “Hemlocks are in
trouble, [but they] can be treat-
ed both easily and econonical-
L™

growth.

* Mechanicslly remove the
adelmd by pruning out heavily
infested limbs or spraying
them with high-pressure
water.

* o not bring home a problem.
plants before purchasing them
and use care when moving fire-
wood or plants from infested
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* Plan for the future and
choose to plant other ever-
greens.
Chemical Controls

* For smaller trees, consider
insecticidal soaps or horticul-
tural cils that essentially suffo-
cate the pests. Do not use these
during warmer weather, how-
ever, because they tend to burn.

creen tissuwe.

* Imidadloprid applications are
the most common form of
chemical control. Types of
apphcations range from trunk
sprays to soil injections, and the
appropriate method to use on
proximity to water sources. The
tree absorbe the chemicals
through its hark or roots and
then the adelgids ngest them
while feeding off the tree.

= Some larper or more heavily
infested trees may require a
more potent chemical called
be a bit tricky to use if you are

“We don't know how this will
play out,” he admitted. “Five
years from now, the treated
[trees] may be the only ones
Ief”

Thus far, the mortality rate
of infested trees has been 100

percent., except for those that
h.ave'been treated. Thankfully,
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gia research project has been
monitoring treated trees for the
past sox vears, and as of vet, the
trees have not had to be
retreated.

Treating the hemlocks is
time critical, and Shearer com-
pared it to “putbing trees on a
Iife support systemn.™

When treating hemlocks,
ing them based on aesthetics,
stream ecosystem issues, logis-
tics and the nsk a dead tree
poses to property.

As you consider the cost of
removing dead trees and the
benefit of keeping healthy,
shade producing trees, he
observed, *A chemical treat-
ment is pretty cheap in the long
run.”

Biclogical Control
* Srientists are developing and
releasing three species of lady
beetles that only eat adelgids,
so if and when the adelgid pop-
ulation crashes, theirs will
crash too. While experts have
takes time to orepare the bee-

tles, and they can be expensive
to raise.

While these predatory bee-
tles are ulimately our greatest.
hope for the survival of the
hemlocks, Wheeler emphs-
sized, “This is more long-term
control. It's still too early in the
pame to know where this will
take us ... [It=] adding a tool to
our toolboe™

All in all, the adelgid infesta-
tion presents a serious ecologi-
cal threat to local hemlocks,
and it 15 important for mdrad-
uals to take an active mle in
protecting  these beautiful
treea.

Local extension agents sre
forming a cooperative group to
help provide sccurate informa-
especially encourage home-
nwnm-atnwm'kmﬂlhuensad

and what you can do to address
this problem, contsct Gilmer's
UGA Cooperative Extension
office at TOG-EI5-4426 or call
the Hemlock Help Line (T06-
429-8010), which is run by
Save Georgia’s Hembocks vol-
unteers. This hotline has
helped about 9 people since
July 2009 and is preat way to
learn more about available

chemicals or to obtain a list of

If you want to get involved in
or learm more about the efforts
of Save Georgia’s Hemlocks,
come to a hemlock camp meet-
ing Oct. 30, at Anderson Creek
Retreat off Old Bucktown

ronment.” Bring a covered dish
and come learn mwore about
how you can help with the
hemilodk crisis.

For more information or to
register for this event, call the
Hemlock Help Line.




