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SOOTY BARK DISEASE
SHOULD WE WORRY?



Current resea rch in my la b
As s oc ia tion of s ite  fac tors  with  s tre e t tre e  he a lth

• How urban heat island and soil conditions affect tree  health?
• Dr. Faisal Qaseem (postdoctoral scientist in CAES)

Carbohydra te s  and  tre e  s tre s s
• Stressed  Desserts
• Can carbohydrate  levels be used to detect stressed urban trees?
• Dr. Faisal Qaseem (postdoctoral scientist in CAES)

Mycorrhizae  and  tre e  he a lth
• How mycorrhizal inoculation affects tree  health?
• Is maple  health associated with mycorrhizal colonization?

Field sites 
wanted!



Sooty Ba rk Disea se –
Should we worry?



To Be Covered Toda y
Latent pathogens

What is  sooty bark disease  (SBD)

Should we  worry about SBD?

What is  NOT SBD?



La tent Tree Pa thogens

© Ryan Pagelow, bunicomic.com

Stress triggers symptoms 



Wha t is a  la tent pa thogen?

Infects  trees  without detectable  symptoms
• Endophytic/Latent lifestyle

Stre s s  can trigger pathogenic behavior
• Weakened defenses  fast growth  symptoms

•Drought and  he at as  inc iting  fac tors



Wha t is sooty ba rk disea se?

The Seattle Times, July 2021



Sooty Ba rk Disea se (SBD)

Fungus Cryptostroma corticale

Spreads by conidiospores  through 
wounds into xylem: vascular wilt

Sapwood colonization causes  
s taining, wilting, and kills  cambium

Finally bark cracks, revealing matts  
of black conidia

WSU, Marianne Elliott

Brooks et al. 2023

Thomas Cech, FFRC, Vienna



Sooty Ba rk Disea se (SBD)
First described in 1945 in UK on sycamore  maple

• Reports from EU since  2000
• Epidemic in WA in 2021

Native  in Great Lakes region

Drought and  he at 
inc ite s  C. corticale
growth: reduces host 
defenses  cambium
killed 

SPORULATION

SBD in WA in 2021. 
Seattle Times 2021.



When inhaled, the  
spores  can cause  
mild to severe  
re spiratory symptoms

Can causes  map le  
b a rk d is e as e  in  
humans

Ris ks  g re a te s t 
for  tre e  worke rs  



SBD: symptoms on a ffected trees

Kespohl et al. 2022



SBD: a ppea ra nce on a ffected trees

The  disease  is  
characte rized by 
pee ling of the  
oute r layer of the  
bark and 
brownish-black 
spores under the  
pee led off bark.

Braun et al. 2021



SBD: a ppea ra nce on a ffected trees
Appearance  on bark varies  depending on species and 

how healthy the  tree  is

WSU Brooks et al. 2023



Scientis ts  have  deve loped a species -specific PCR-
based molecular te st to detect SBD
• DNA sequence  unique  only to C. corticale

25% of wood cores from 112 trees at DBH were  
infected
• Higher detection could be  possible  from top canopy where  

the  infections usually start

Forest Pathology. 2017;47:e12344. 
DOI: 10.1111/ efp.12344

2017



In Germany, symptoms of 
C. corticale are  commonly 
reported (black dots  on map)

In 2021, the  pathogen was 
found in 26% of trees in s ite s  
that had no visible  symptoms 
• More widespread than thought

2023
Mycological Progress (2023) 22:13

DOI: 10.1007/ s11557-022-01861-6



C. corticale detected on 80% of 
symptomatic and 68% of asymptomatic 
big leaf maples (red dots  on map)
• Bigger trees sampled
• Vigorous trees

Tree  care  important to minimize  
stress  and incitement of fruiting

Forest Pathology. 2023;53:e12835. DOI: 10.1111/ efp.12835
2023



Does CT need to worry a bout SBD?



Cryptostroma corticale in New Ha ven

Pin oak tree  in New 
Haven was cut down in fall 
2022, air was thick with 
spores/dust
• New hos t

Tree  Warden Annie  Mixse ll
sent two wood samples to 
WSU for PCR te s ting
• WSU: Marianne Elliott, Joey 

Hulbert, Gary Chastagner

One  was  PCR pos itive , bu t 
fungus  d id  not g row



Confirmed hosts  in Wa shington Sta te

It is likely that 
host range is 
wider.



When inhaled, the  
spores  can cause  
seve re  re spiratory 
symptoms

Can cause map le  
b a rk d is e as e  in  
humans

Ris ks  g re a te s t 
for  tre e  worke rs  



Hype rs e ns itivity pne umonitis , or  map le  ba rk d is e as e

 Exposure  risk high when infe c te d  wood  is  cut, chippe d , or  
hand le d

 Symptoms can include: wheezing, cough, fever, nausea, 
vomiting, diarrhea

Washington 
Department of 
Health



Preca utions: Wha t ca n you do?

From Washington Department of Health:

For cu ttin g sym ptom a tic tre e s: We a r glove s, cove ra lls , 
N95 m ask. Work in  dam p we a the r.

Bury o r re m ove  m a te ria l to  con ta in  spore s.

Th e  b e n e fit s  o f o u t d o o r  re cre a t io n  a n d  a ct ivit ie s  
fa r  o u t w e igh  t h e  r isk s of acqu irin g [hype rse n sitive  
pne um on itis]. It  is  a  ve r y ra re  d ise a se , with  th e  
gre a te s t risk fo r those  with  occupa tiona l exposu re s.



Wha t is 
NOT

sooty ba rk disea se?

P le ase  note , the re  are  m any fungi 
that  cause  black s ta ining or m olds  
on de ad plant  t is sue s . 

Laboratory diagnos t ics  are  ne e de d 
to  confirm  if a  t re e  is  infe cte d 
with Cryptos t rom a cort ica le .



NOT SBD
Biscogniauxia sp:

fruiting bodies are  
“crusty”, tough

Opportunistic 
pathogen/saprotroph

Role  in maple  decline  
unclear
• Several species

East Rock Park, New Haven



NOT SBD
Biscogniauxia sp. 

On a s tree t tree  
sugar maple  in 
New Haven

Appeared afte r 
roots  were  
damaged during 
sidewalk repair



NOT SBD

Sooty mold?

Advanced
Steganosporium
ovatum infection?
• Not much information 

available

Impacts  on tree  
health low or unclear



Conclusions
Sooty bark disease  is  (like ly) in Connecticut

Most infections are  asymptomatic  no spores

Reducing tree  s tress  reduces sporulation
• Information needed on host range and incidence

Precaution: Wear a respirator/N95 mask and 
goggles when cutting or chipping trees that have  
visible  brown/black patches



Questions? susanna.kerio@ct.gov



If you find a  suspicious looking tree

Take  a photo
Note  species and condition
Record coordinates
Send an email: susanna.kerio@ct.gov

mailto:susanna.kerio@ct.gov
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