
 

  

 

Fact sheet        

Exotic threats of plantation 

timber: Pitch canker 
 
 

What is it? 
 
Pitch canker is caused by the fungus Fusarium circinatum which 
infects many Pinus spp., causing serious disease of some including a 
number of important plantation species. Pinus radiata is very 
susceptible at any age and trees may be killed. Fusarium circinatum 
It is not present in Australia. 
 
Pitch canker is a chronic problem in the south-eastern USA, where it 
affects production in plantations, nurseries and seed orchards. In the 
south-eastern USA, pitch canker can cause significant losses in pine 
seedling nurseries (Barnard and Blakeslee, 1980) and is responsible 
for reduced cone yields in seed orchards (Dwinell et al., 1981; 
Dwinell et al., 1985). This fungus has also been a serious problem in 
seedling nurseries in South Africa. 
 
Little is known about the limits of airborne dispersal but spores of F. 
circinatum are readily trapped out of the air in proximity to diseased 
trees and not in disease-free areas. The fungus can be moved with 
infected wood and further disseminated by insects that are carried 
within and later emerge from that wood. In California, many insects 
are known to carry the pitch canker pathogen, including pine-
associated bark, cone and twig beetles in the genera Pityophthorus, 
Ips, Conophthorus and Ernobius. Contaminated pruning implements 
and infested soil on tools or vehicles also represent risks for 
transport of the pathogen. Pine litter (fallen needles) from infested 
areas (that might be used as mulch) is likely to harbour the 
pathogen and should not be moved into non-infested areas. 
 
 

What do I look for? 
 
The fungus can be seed borne and seedlings from infected seed may 
damp off before or after emergence. Some plants may survive, 
showing no symptoms, until they are several months old. In saplings 
and older trees, direct infections of branches leads to dieback. The 
earliest symptom of this is wilting of the needles distal to the 
infection site, which can be recognized by an accumulation of resin 
on the branch surface. Wilted needles lose their lustrous green colour 
and eventually become chlorotic, before turning red and finally 
brown; abscission tends to occur quickly and uniformly, leaving 
naked branch tips. The pace of this progression may vary depending 
on the season and the age of the infected branch. 
 
Larger diameter branches and the main stem (trunk) of the tree may 
also sustain infections and these often produce copious amounts of 
resin which can coat large areas of the bark. Multiple infections will 

Resin coated canker on Pinus sp. 
trunk. 
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result in girdling of the affected branch or stem with consequent 
branch or tree death. 
 
 

Where is it found? 
 
Pitch canker is spread through various sections of North, Central and 
South America and has been reported from Japan, Spain and South 
Africa. 
 
 

 

Reporting 
Early detection is the key to eradicating the Pine pitch canker if found 

in Australia. 

 

Plantation operators may report suspected exotic pests to the Exotic 

Plant Pest Hotline (1800 084 881) or can directly contact their 

relevant state agriculture or primary industries department.  

 

Samples should be collected and packaged according to Section 3 of 

the Management plan; Response to an incursion of pine pitch canker. 

Commissioned and published by the Forest Health Committee on 

behalf of the Forestry and Forest Products Committee, August 2003 

 

This fact sheet is part of the National Plantation Timber Industry 

Biosecurity Plan. For more information about the Biosecurity Plan, 

please contact Plant Health Australia. 
 

Symptom on small branch showing 
canker and pitch-soaked wood. 
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Mortality - "flagging" of infected terminal/branch shoots in 
mature pine trees. 
 
Photograph: Edward L. Barnard, Florida Department of 
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