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PRESS RELEASE – for immediate release
PUBLIC COULD PLAY A BIGGER ROLE IN PROTECTING HISTORIC GARDENS SAY EXPERTS
The UK Government’s response to pathogens threatening familiar garden and woodland plants has been rapid and efficient, but more still needs to be done to combat the invasion of Phytophthora ramorum (the cause of the disease sometimes known as Sudden Oak Death) and its distant relative Phytophthora kernoviae, according to researchers from Imperial College London, and the public could be playing a more positive role.

The team is working on an interdisciplinary project investigating the effects of Phytophthora ramorum and Phytophthora kernoviae on woodland and historic gardens, as part of the UK research councils’ Rural Economy and Land Use Programme.  They have carried out a wide-ranging review of the UK Government’s response to the threat, and their report has now been published http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/Animal%20and%20Plant%20Disease/Phytophthora.html 
In it, the researchers praise much of the work carried out by the emergency programme boards, set up by Government after ramorum blight was first discovered in the south east in 2002. 

Cornwall has been particularly badly affected by Phytophthora ramorum and Phytophthora kernoviae.  Cornish woodland gardens, with their collections of rhododendrons and magnolias, are a key spring attraction for many visitors. Sadly, they are currently highly susceptible to these pathogens. The report notes that some organisations are reluctant to publicise what they regard as alarmist information, but the researchers have found that the public may be willing to play a greater role in ensuring biosecurity and suggest that this could be a positive step forward in controlling the spread of the problem.

They also warn of the particular challenges posed by this kind of cross-habitat pathogen, which may yet be an even greater threat to internationally valued heathland landscapes in the UK, and they emphasise the need for a coordinated response within Government and between its agencies.

Dr Isobel Tomlinson of Imperial College London said:  “Although the situation is potentially very serious, we have evidence that people visiting gardens and the countryside would be willing to play a more active part in addressing the problem.  That’s important, because visitors, who may be on garden tours or just visiting several gardens during a holiday, could also be spreading the infection.  

“We are suggesting much more widespread education programmes for garden visitors, ramblers and dog walkers. Simple precautions such as cordoning off plants and infected areas so that visitors cannot walk underneath canopies, could make a big difference in reducing the spread of these pathogens. But beyond that there needs to be a raised awareness amongst those involved in the international trade in ornamental plants, and with garden and landscape designers, of the risks to our horticultural heritage as well as the wider landscape. We believe a much more open public debate is needed which focuses public attention on the biodiversity and landscape implications of the widespread movement of large plants across international borders.  

“We are recommending improved management plans for infected gardens, drafted and implemented in association with the plant health authorities, and a national policy for protecting the wild areas that are at risk, particularly heathlands.  Conservation organisations need to be more involved in policy debates surrounding these sorts of biosecurity threats, as well as those concerned with our horticultural heritage, such as the National Trust and the Royal Horticultural Society.”

Responding on behalf of Government, David Slawson of the Food and Environment Research Agency said: "This report provides a very valuable, external and independent analysis of the Government's response since 2001".  
In answer to the main recommendations of the report, Dr Slawson continued: "We have had excellent support from the garden and conservation sector, including the National Trust and the Royal Horticultural Society.  The need to strengthen this relationship and to reach out to the public has been recognised by the formation of a joint working group on Phytophthora behaviour change and biosecurity for heritage and botanic gardens, which for the first time brings together the whole garden sector.”
Roddie Burgess, the head of the Forestry Commission's Plant Health Service added:  "The Forestry Commission is also responding in similar fashion and the first meeting of its newly set up Biosecurity Programme Board was held last month.  The Board, which includes members for various forestry industry interests, will provide a strategic overview of the Commission’s approach to plant health and biosecurity, assisting it in meeting its objective to protect the nation's trees and woodlands from pests and diseases.”
Notes for editors:

1 The Review of Joint Inter-Departmental Emergency Programme to contain and Eradicate Phytophthora ramorum and Phytophthora kernoviae was commissioned by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and carried out by researchers at Imperial College London working on a project for the UK research councils’ Rural Economy and Land Use Programme.  The full report and executive summary may be downloaded from http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/Animal%20and%20Plant%20Disease/Phytophthora.html 
2 Defra’s response to the recommendations is also available at http://www.fera.defra.gov.uk/plants/plantHealth/pestsDiseases/documents/defraImperialResponse.pdf and further enquiries about this should be addressed to: Alison Wilson, Media Officer, The Food and Environment Research Agency, tel 01904 462380, email:    alison.wilson@fera.gsi.gov.uk, or see www.defra.gov.uk/fera
3 More information about Phytophthora ramorum and Phytophthora kernoviae may be found on the Food and Environment Research Agency website at http://www.fera.defra.gov.uk/plants/plantHealth/pestsDiseases/index.cfm
4 Further enquiries to the Forestry Commission should be addressed to: Charlton Clark, Senior Press Officer, Forestry Commission, tel: 0131 314 6500, email: charlton.clark@forestry.gsi.gov.uk
5 The Rural Economy and Land Use Programme is an interdisciplinary collaboration between the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) and the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC), with additional funding provided by the Scottish Government and Defra.  See www.relu.ac.uk for more information about the Relu programme.

6 For more information contact Anne Liddon, Science Communications Manager, tel 0191 222 6903 email anne.liddon@ncl.ac.uk.
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