
Beech Leaf Disease 
 

American Beech trees are easily identified during fall, winter and spring by their pale orange 
leaves quivering in the cool breeze. Many species of wildlife including wood ducks, wild 
turkey, deer, nut-hatches and bear enjoy the tasty treat of beechnuts.  Beech trees can reach 
80ft. in height with a crown up to 70ft. They are a key indicator species for our northern 
hardwood forests.  Wood ducks, owls, hawks and squirrels are just some of the wildlife who 
call this species of tree home. 
 

Sadly, these treasures of the forest are fighting yet another challenge. They have long been 
the choice for initials being gouged into their smooth grey bark. In the last 10 years or so 
the sap-feeding scale insect has been found burrowing into the bark, hence making an 
entranceway for Neonectria fungus to then enter. As a result the fungus blocks the flow of 
sap, weakening the tree, causing it in some cases to snap off in heavy winds before officially 
dying off.  These infestations are primarily found in the eastern part of the U.S. and spread 
through insects, wind and relocating firewood. 
  

The newest challenge to face beech trees is Beech Leaf Disease 
(BLD), which was first found in Northeast Ohio in 2012.  
The disease is moving quickly east across the country, which 
does not bode well for the already compromised stands of 
beech trees. BLD causes a quilted appearance to the leaves 
with dark, thick lines forming along the veins of the leaf. As 
the tree ages, the damage increases and curling and early 
defoliation occur. Young saplings are hit the hardest and the 
buds are often smaller and weakly attached to the limbs. 
Once BLD sets in other pathogens become present such as beech blight, beech scale, leaf 
fungus and other insect pests. The decline in beech trees will have a widespread effect on 
the diversity of our forests. 
 

Until recently the cause of BLD was unknown. However, plant pathologist Dave McCann 
with the Ohio Department of Agriculture discovered a new microscopic nematode which 
may be the culprit of BLD. The worm is a new species and further research is taking place 
across the state by arborists and biologists in hopes of 
identifying and understanding the relationship of the 
nematode and the beech trees.  If it is determined that it is 
in fact the cause then a treatment will be enacted to deter 
further damage.  Ironically, the beech tree was a primary 
food source to the legendary passenger pigeon and no one 
wishes to see the demise of the beeches as was bestowed 
upon the passenger pigeon.  If you see signs of BLD, 
please report findings to Thomas Macy, Ohio Department 
of Natural Resources, Division of Forestry at  
thomas.macy@dnr.state.oh.us.  
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Signs of Beech Leaf Disease from USDA 
 

left: Early defoliation or premature leaf 
drop.  
(Courtesy photo by John Pogacnik)  
 

Second from left: Advanced stages of 
infection, reduced leaf size.  
(Courtesy photo by John Pogacnik)  
 

Top right: Dark, striped bands between 
lateral veins of leaves.  
(Courtesy photo by Tom Macy) 
 

Bottom right: Raised striped bands 
between lateral veins of leaves.  
(Courtesy photo by Carrie Ewing)  
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Geauga County Big Tree Contest 

The Geauga SWCD 2018 Geauga County BIG TREE Contest is currently seeking nominations! This voluntary contest promotes the 
beauty and benefits provided by our countyôs biggest and oldest trees, along with their contributions to clean water and healthy soil. 

The 2018 featured tree species is the American Beech (Fagus grandifolia). Easily recognized by its smooth, light gray bark, tapered 
surface roots, and leaves that persist year-round on young trees, this long-lived tree holds a special place in our forests and hearts. 
Among many benefits, their abundant cavities and beech nuts are significant to wildlife. With the recent discovery of Beech Leaf 

Disease in Northeast Ohio, locating our biggest beech trees can foster awareness and future research.  

Participants must submit a nomination for an American Beech tree which they believe might be the largest in the county. After all 
nominations are submitted, qualified personnel will verify the measurements using the ODNR Division of Forestryôs Big Tree 

Program procedures. Each tree will receive a score based on trunk circumference, crown spread, and total height to determine the 
winner. In addition, the District will consider each treeôs ability to capture stormwater along with other economical benefits. For 
example, one American Beech with a diameter of 45 inches can absorb as much as 6,213 gallons of stormwater runoff each year.  

The objectives of this contest are:  
ÅTo engage residents in the recognition, management, and enhancement of our countyôs tree populations   

ÅTo showcase the critical roles that trees play in sustaining healthy soil and clean water   
ÅTo recognize that each healthy tree in our county reduces flooding and improves water quality by soaking up stormwater runoff and 

filtering out pollutants  
 

BIG TREE Contest Guidelines:  
 

ÅNominated trees must be American Beech trees located in Geauga County. (Visit the Ohio Division of Forestry's website http://
forestry.ohiodnr.gov/americanbeech to review characteristics.)  

ÅOnly one nomination per individual tree. The first nomination received will be entered into the contest.  
ÅThe tree does not have to be on the property of the nominator; however, permission from the landowner must be obtained prior to 

nomination.  
ÅNominations must be submitted to Geauga SWCD no later than Tuesday, July 31st - 3:30 pm. Please email to 

gprunty@geaugaswcd.com or submit in person or through the mail to the Geauga Soil and Water Conservation District, PO Box 410, 
14269 Claridon-Troy Road, Burton, OH 44021.  

ÅQualified District personnel will verify all nominated tree measurements and use the tree benefits calculator 
(treebenefits.com/calculator/) to provide the stormwater runoff reduction capability. The decision of the District 

will be final.  
ÅGeauga Countyôs BIG TREE will be recognized and awarded at the Districtôs Annual Meeting in the fall. For 

more information contact Geauga SWCD at geaugaswcd.com, 440-834-1122, or gprunty@geaugaswd.com.  
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