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ACADEMICS TO REVIEW STRATEGIES AGAINST DISEASES THAT COULD BLIGHT UK WOODLANDS
Could our beech trees suffer the same fate as elms did in the 1970s?  Might swathes of rhododendron disappear from popular historic gardens?  And are there effective measures in place to address these threats to woodlands and parklands?

A team from Imperial College London has been commissioned by the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs to carry out independent research on the effectiveness of strategies to deal with plant diseases that are currently threatening landscapes and gardens across England and Wales.  
Dr Clive Potter from Imperial’s Centre for Environmental Policy, and colleagues, will review how Defra is dealing with outbreaks of Phytophthora ramorum and Phytophthora kernoviae, which have been identified in trees and shrubs in the New Forest, south west England and as far north as Staffordshire.  This is part of a £25 million control and eradication programme announced by the Government.  
These diseases are sometimes known as “Sudden Oak Death” because, since the 1990s, millions of trees in the forests of California and Oregon, particularly tanoaks and native oak species, have died as a result of infection.  The pathogens can affect a wide range of familiar trees and shrubs in the UK, including beech, ash, yew, rhododendron, magnolia and viburnum, and even heathers, so the effects could be very serious.  
The interdisciplinary team is already carrying out a major project as part of the Rural Economy and Land Use Programme, investigating how the lessons learnt in the 1970s Dutch elm disease epidemic can be applied to this new threat.  

Dr Potter said: “We are well placed to take an independent look at Government policy in this area as it fits well with the work we are already doing on Phytophthora ramorum and Phytophthora kernoviae.
“We know that some of the policies pursued in the 1970s inadvertently promoted the spread of Dutch elm disease.  For example, felling diseased trees but then transporting the timber without removing the bark, enabled the pathogen to survive and move around the country very rapidly. 

“So a review of the strategies being employed against these new woodland diseases is timely.  It will enable us to bring experience from the past to bear and to evaluate the effectiveness of current policies.  
“We have also been working with colleagues in the United States, where the diseases seem to have originated, and have the opportunity to learn from how they have tackled the epidemic.”

Notes for editors:

1
The team is already carrying out a £470,000 research project as part of 
the UK Research Council’s Rural 
Economy and Land Use Programme.   
http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Third%20Call/Potter.htm.    
Relu 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 the Department for Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs.  See www.relu.ac.uk for more information about the Relu 
programme.

2
See the Food and Environment Agency website for more detailed 
information about Phytophthora ramorum and Phytophthora kernoviae 
http://www.fera.defra.gov.uk/plants/plantHealth/pestsDiseases/index.cfm  and the 
main Defra website for information about their £25 million strategy 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/news/2009/090303a.htm.

3
For further information contact Anne Liddon, Relu Science 
Communications Manager anne.liddon@ncl.ac.uk tel +44 (0)191 
222 6880.  To interview Dr Clive Potter please contact Danielle Reeves 
in the Imperial College London press office on: Tel: +44 (0)20 7594 
2198 Email: Danielle.reeves@imperial.ac.uk  Out-of-hours duty press 
officer: +44 (0)7803 886248
ends

