PLANT PEST NOTICE

Swamp Cypress Rust Mite
Epitrimerus taxodii

Plate 1. Swamp cypress foliage discoloured by an
infestation of Epitrimerus taxodii

Plate 2. A cleared slide-mounted specimen of Epitrimerus taxodii
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Background

In October 2006 Epitrimerus taxodii a North American species of eriophyid mite, host specific to
Taxodium distichum, the swamp, bald, or southern cypress was found for the first time in Britain
(Herefordshire). Approximately 20% of a stock of 400 T. distichum saplings imported from France in April
2006 were affected.

Detection and Pest Biology

Because adult E.taxodii are so small, an infestation is first indicated by the onset of host symptoms. In
the USA it is observed that in warm weather populations of E. taxodii can develop very rapidly. As the
mites feed on the epidermal cells, the leaves quickly become discoloured, turning from green to yellow
and later reddish brown/bronze. Not only does this affect the aesthetic quality of the tree, it also stresses
the host and may in some circumstances warrant control action being taken. It was foliar discolouration
which lead to the discovery of this mite in Britain (Plate 1). Epitrimerus taxodii is free living on the leaves
of its host during the growing season and over winters as adults in bark crevices and bud scales.

Geographical Distribution

Described from California, USA in 1939, E. taxodii has since been recorded as present in lllinois and
Oregon, but is likely to be present throughout the natural range of its host in South-Eastern USA. This
mite had never been intercepted or recorded in Europe before this find. The discovery of E. taxodii in
Herefordshire is a first British record for this mite, and would also indicate that it is present in France,
from where the saplings originated.

Description

In life the mites measure 0.18-0.22 mm in length (Plate 2) and are therefore not clearly visible to the
naked eye. They are spindle shaped, pale orange to amber in colour and are often covered in patches of
white wax. The species Platyphytoptus taxodii Petanovi¢ is almost indistinguishable morphologically and
in habit from E. faxodii. Described in Serbia in 1999, it is the only other eriophyid known from this host,
however P. taxodii may yet prove to be the same species as E. taxodii, but further investigation is
required.

Economic importance

Taxodium distichum is a commercial species in the USA. The timber is used in boat building and in the
construction of out buildings because it is naturally impervious to insect attack and decay. In Europe this
deciduous conifer is not grown commercially but is valued as an ornamental and a number of different
cultivars are available. In the spring the soft finely divided foliage is a vivid green and in the autumn this
turns to a fiery red colour before leaf fall. In addition this is one of the few trees that thrive in waterlogged
soils.

Advisory Information

Suspected outbreaks of Epitrimerus taxodii should be reported to the local DEFRA Plant Health and
Seeds Inspector or to PHSI Headquarters, York (Tel.: 01904 455174, Fax: 01904 455197) and samples
submitted to the Central Science Laboratory for identification.

Joe Ostoja-Starzewski
Central Science Laboratory
November 2006
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